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For my mother, Suzanne,

whose name isn’t even Kath.




This is the worst trip I’ve ever been on.

	—“SLOOP JOHN B,” THE BEACH BOYS





I think I’ve got this right. Fanny Sewell Mounsey (b. 1871 or 1868) was the


	Wife to William “Billo” John Mounsey (b. 18??)

	Mother to eldest and best-loved daughter Dagne “Dag” Claire Mounsey (b. 1887) and Sarah Mounsey (Evans) (b. 1891)

	Grandmother to Katarina “Katarina 1” Sarah Mounsey (b. 1914)

	Great-grandmother to Katarina “Kath” Claire Mounsey (b. 1954)

	And thus, great-great-grandmother to Claire “I” Elizabeth Carusillo (b. 1991)
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Their Legacy



May 1914–June 1915, Chicagoland, Vermont, Québec City, New York City, Cobh, Liverpool

In the twentieth century, people died all the time and laid themselves to rest without the high-caliber event planning I will demand of immediate survivors at the end of my own life. No time. Every woman, child, and man alive was out here grinding all day every day except on Lincoln’s birthday in death-trap packing plants controlled by a five-man syndicate called the Beef Trust. The work was bloody and desensitizing, and if a colleague’s apron snagged on a revolving meat hook and they got sent down the disassembly line, their last-gasp pleas for mom and god above went unheard over the shrill siren of industrial meat machines crumbling taut cow armpit into heavy pink confetti.

My mother, Kath, has said that’s why nobody heard much about it when my great-great-grandmother Fanny Mounsey died for the first time in a shipwreck in 1914. Nobody heard much of anything. Too loud. A year later, when Fanny came back to life, they started listening. I’m still hearing about it. Kath has been reinforcing their lore since I was a child.

Fanny had only meant to go on vacation. In her heirloom four-legged, full-faced beaver stole, a brown frock, and a pair of embroidered underpants, she arrived at Chicago’s muggy Dearborn Station on May 25, 1914. Lilac sweat seeped from all forty buttonholes down the front of her dress and dripped to the floor from the tip of the beaver’s tail as she searched the departure board for her train to Québec City. It wasn’t wool and fur weather, but this was Fanny’s best outfit. She wore the same ensemble in one of the two pictures we’ve got left of her, a half-destroyed albumen silver print she sat for the year she got married. Her entire face got licked clean off her head when suburban floodwaters breeched the cardboard hull protecting Kath’s basement memorabilia stack a few months before I was born.

In two days, the train carrying Fanny, a hot forty-six, would traverse the Grand Trunk Line to intersect in Toronto with that of Dagne “Dag” Mounsey, her twenty-seven-year-old daughter, who’d be coming from her own home near an Army National Guard facility in central Indiana. Together, mother and daughter would continue to the Port of Québec, where they’d board the RMS Empress of Ireland, pleasure-cruise across the Atlantic in a second-class cabin, and visit a pair of innkeeping sister cousins in Cumberland whom Fanny hadn’t seen since childhood.

This voyage marked Fanny’s first vacation since she’d traded her father’s union-boss fortune for common love and married downward into her husband Billo’s foremanning middle class three decades earlier. That Fanny extended the Cumberland invitation only to Dag, whom she raised in her own spitting image, didn’t mean she loved the rest of her family any less. She simply enjoyed her elder daughter’s company more. Since Dag had left home nine months prior with her hunky fiancé, Fanny felt she had allocated enough of her limited time left on earth to Sarah, a shy twenty-three in pigtail plaits, and Billo, age unknown but advanced enough to cake up his arteries and snarl his neurons. Sarah and Billo were plain sailing people who didn’t pursue beauty or seek out texture, whereas Fanny was an exquisite snob without the circumstances to support such haughtiness. She stirred fresh cream into her Campbell’s condensed beefsteak tomato soup nightly and starched the step-in chemise from her wedding trousseau every morning, cautious not to damage the embroidered gold floss bearing her married name on the gusset snap. Her roommates, in their graying union suits, seemed happy enough with well water.

On the top berth of her sleeper cabin, Fanny contracted her pelvic floor through two unbroken days of soybean fields and inland lakes. Somewhere beyond the Port Huron lighthouse, she surrendered to the pressure and climbed down past her bunkmate, a nonverbal woman traveling with a gray cat in a paper sack, to take a wince over the communal hopper toilet. After, Fanny purchased from a cart girl an illustrated women’s magazine featuring a hairstyling tutorial that, if executed correctly, could have her looking like Dag’s older sister.

When her train chugged into the way station at Island Pond, Vermont, Fanny stepped out with a new hairdo. She had flared out the puffed brim of the brass-blond Gibson girl bouffant she’d maintained for twenty years and refashioned her strands into a conical psyche knot, a style that had looked so sublime on her older girl the last time Fanny had seen her. In the ladies’ lounge of the train station, Fanny prepared ablutions in a sink basin and immersed her face into it, mindful of her fresh hairline. Reeking of pH-balancing witch hazel and rosewater, barrier-protecting beef tallow, and Lysol douche, Fanny sauntered to the Western Union booth feeling like 31,270 dollars, which is about equivalent to a million bucks today. There, a telegram operator handed her a yellow envelope containing a memo he’d divined from an electric constellation of spots and stripes. He watched Fanny closely as she read the note and asked her if she was from around these here parts. Fanny showed him her palm to indicate that she wasn’t currently accepting idle talk, and the augur of Morse code retreated behind the chunky machinery atop his desk, dashed.

Dag had sent the missive. With regret, she disclosed her necessary withdrawal from this mommy-daughter Cumbrian excursion, indicating qualmishness, malaise, and feeling ugly and double-chinnèd lately in her celluloid collars. Fanny pocketed the note and scrawled a quick letter home to Billo and Sarah, an artifact since wetted to ruin. In her best handwriting, Fanny flitted past her devastation, remarking only on the humorous paradox of a case of landbound seasickness running off with her shipmate. Fanny silently declared Dag as good as dead to her and furrowed back to the waiting train holding her topknot tall, leaving the telegrapher alone to his speech-bubble grumblings about how uptight girls like her always seem to crash into old age the hardest.

Ahead, full steam, to the Port of Québec!

A ship’s log I found online confirms that Fanny boarded the lower promenade of the Empress at 2 p.m. on May 28. The ship held almost 1,500 passengers, most of whom were first-generation émigrés who planned to stop over briefly in Liverpool before plowing backward to the cities of their birth. Fanny, whose parents had been born in northwest England, felt a crawly, tingly sense of superiority over the gnat-scalped Irish Catholic family ululating in the cabin next door and the tribal Italians stacked like pieces of chewing gum below her in steerage. Fanny’s pride was shortsighted. In the early 1900s, all white Europeans were inbred, anyway, and none were sturdy. If they scuffed their elbow on the footie pitch, they’d bleed out like a hog on the meat hook. If they sewed Queen Victoria’s rubies into the bodices of their nightgowns before escaping the palace, they’d suffer a bayonet through the aorta before getting dumped in a mineshaft in Yekaterinburg. And if a Norwegian coal freighter collided with their vessel as they slept off a dinner of boiled halibut with Dutch sauce and black cap pudding, they would founder to the floor of the St. Lawrence Seaway in under fifteen minutes. Happened to Fanny, at least.

Twelve hours into the Empress’s voyage, 1,012 people died instantly. The Canadian Coast Guard fingered the captain of the SS Størsad as the party responsible for the Empress’s sinking. Through a series of increasingly passive-aggressive interrogations, those sea-legged loggers deduced that the Norseman, whose name nobody quite caught but was likely Jan, had gotten blithered off his translucent beard on twenty thousand leagues of aquavit and fermented trout behind the wheel, then forgot to signal when passing the Empress in the Seaway’s fiddly series of man-made locks less than two miles from Pointe-au-Pére. The Empress rolled starboard, and to this day, the intact hull sleeps sideways on the floor of the St. Lawrence.

Fanny was not reported among the first wave of the deceased, nor the second or third. Hundreds of bodies, including hers, were never recovered. After a week of search and rescue efforts, a Coastie quorum declared the rest of the missing as dead, agreeing that all those souls couldn’t still be holding their breaths below the surface.

As soon as Sarah read about her mother’s crash in the Chicago Tribune, she sent a berserk telegram and a six-dollar money order to her sister, Dag. Sarah instructed her older sister to visit the druggist for a 45 percent chlorobutanol solution to combat her biliousness, then walk directly to the Monon passenger train ticket office and buy a passage to Chicago to strategize with the family. Dag was too absorbed mashing turnips with molasses in a percale apron, or whatever it was childless women in Indiana did to fritter away their days in 1914, because Sarah didn’t hear back from her. Ever.

The wet and wild facts of Fanny’s drowning made her death more remarkable than some, but not enough to really cement a name for herself. The Empress wreck occurred just two years after the RMS Titanic slipped on ice and fell down the stairs, and the great American imagination only has the capacity to commemorate one major maritime event a century, making our great tragedies yet to come moot before they ever occur. In the twenty-first century, the charred cruise ship brimming with poop stranded in the Gulf of Mexico was the shoo-in for this honor, until the ocean violently compressed five billionaire boys into a cube of carbon two hours into a submarine trip they’d booked to sightsee around the Titanic like a battlefield tour of Normandy.

Enough! To go down with an orchestra playing? Romantic. Try hards? Not us!

At home, the disruption of Fanny’s death hastened the sticky build-up of plaque formations on Billo’s brain, and Sarah became her father’s full-time caregiver. She could mourn once a week during stolen minutes in the bath on Saturday nights, the only evening her husband, Frank—whom I forgot to mention earlier because he doesn’t have any leading man qualities and will die soon anyway—wasn’t working a double shift on the sausage horn at the stockyards. Fanny’s death left a complicated cutout in the mother-daughter relationship’s preexisting void. They’d loved each other, though they each struggled to communicate their longing for closeness. Sarah would have been thrilled to express great tenderness toward Fanny if Fanny could have demonstrated more willingness to receive it. Maybe her mother felt the same. Sarah began adding cream to her own soup in tribute, until the jug curdled.

I wish Sarah’s grief had cut a more dynamic figure, but the saddest expanses of life are the least interesting to relay, clogged with hair in the drain and incomplete paperwork. Sarah soaked in her own sluice with no iPad or palo santo to pacify her, and she was too grievous to masturbate. The settlement money from the Canadian shipbuilder, negotiated by fat cat barristers in London, helped. When the first of three $5,000 checks for damages cleared, Sarah upgraded her long johns and bought a new home, a gable-front worker cottage with a green door. The house was in Billo’s name, but she helped her father hold his unsteady pen as he signed the paperwork. Fanny’s $10,000 life insurance payout belonged to Billo, too, but Sarah was the acting head of household. Each time more money came in, Sarah would buy a new piece of furniture to box her father in, but no chair ever offered the succor she’d hoped for. While Sarah lay in one of the twelve baths she took between June and August 1914, the Royal Navy blockaded its first German port. In retaliation, Germany declared the open water around the British Isles an active war zone.

On April 28, 1915, eleven months to the day of the Empress’s last lap, the Mounsey household received an update from overseas, hand delivered by a messenger boy. Sarah answered the door dripping from the bath, wrapped in one of her mother’s bridal tour evening robes. She took the envelope from the child runner’s hands and closed the door before he could sneak an amorous glance at her dampened body or reveal his own itchy palm.

The letter was addressed to her father, and the sender introduced himself as Nigel Browning, the proprietor of a network of short- and long-term lodging and accommodations for the impoverished of Liverpool, the same city the Empress had set out to explore. He explained that two weeks prior, a junior station inspector came upon a woman eating scouse with her hands from a gold-plated fingerbowl in a sooty alleyway between warehouses on Albert Dock. The woman’s hair was dark gold with ten-inch gray-green roots, and she wore nothing but her undergarments and a taxidermized beaver pelt around her neck. When the officer approached her with a butterfly net to ask about her business, she opened her toothless mouth and moaned, her tonsils emitting a faint cyan glow. Such a fallen marauder would usually be thrown into the women’s garret of the city’s gaol, but a gang of pin-curled guttersnipes busted in a neckerchief scalping ring had already filled the entire cell, awaiting their hangings. Instead, the officer brought the woman to Browning, whose progressive workhouse often accommodated criminal overflow.

Before he agreed to take the lady in, Browning told the bobby to wait outside his private office door as he inspected this specimen with a kerosene lamp. During his first perusal, he found a few clues to her origins. A scrawly Irish employment record, a crude prewar form of ID, belonging to a cleaning woman named Kate Fitzpatrick had been pinned into the left interior leg of her undergarment, last stamped on May 28, 1914. The date stood out to Browning, who’d lost thousands in anticipated shillings when 584 steerage and 253 second-class passengers chose drowning in a Canadian river over registering at one of his boarding houses near the Port of Liverpool. The other indication of this woman’s identity was more titillating. The flap closure of her inexpressibles bore the name Fanny Sewell Mounsey in yellow-gray embroidery floss.

Browning chucked a ten-bob note to the young officer standing at attention outside his door and promised him the silver bowl if he could dredge up anything about either woman. An hour later, the fellow returned smeared in Waterman ink, a bound register held tight to his chest. He brought good news: Both were listed among the Empress’s dead, and even better, Mounsey was an American. Browning couldn’t get this woman to speak, but she did moan a lot, and it wasn’t with an Irish brogue. She was in the habit of repeating the phrase “F’f’f mmm mmm mmm f’f’f,” which sounded a lot like the name “Fanny Mounsey” after he had a few sweet vermouths under his belt, which he unbuckled so as to let his drunken thoughts loose.

Word about the babbling, tarnished beauty quickly leaked to the other almshouse indigents. A child laborer in Browning’s on-site weaving shop paid a jail visit to her former coworker, the nine-year-old don of the all-girl neckerchief syndicate. She, in turn, informed her whole gang about Fanny’s appearance. One of the scarf lackeys had a brother who was a noted Strawberry Field orphan and a terrible little gossip, which is how the cabal of chimney sweeps heard about her. The chimney sweeps mingled with the newsies, and before Browning could sober up, a reporter’s knuckles rapped at his office door.

With his discovery already a sensation among Britannica’s poorest poor, Browning sensed an opportunity for mutual publicity. He’d considered keeping the woman around at first, but she made a lot of noise. As he wrote to Billo, he’d already contacted the Chicago Tribune to stir up stateside interest in Fanny Mounsey’s return. Furthermore, Browning offered to pay for one Mounsey family member’s second-class passage to Liverpool to escort the moaning woman home. Browning had also enclosed a smaller envelope containing a photograph of the woman taken at the almshouse. Sarah couldn’t bear to look at it alone. She woke her father from his nap in their new caned rocking chair and encouraged him to examine the image before she allowed herself to do the same.

“Do you know who this is, Daddy Billo?” Sarah asked.

He held the woman three inches from his face. “My sweet Dagling looks just like her mama!” he said, for he had senile dementia. At that, all the blood from Sarah’s brain washed into a tidal pool at her ankle joints.

Woozy, she sat on the floor next to Billo. “That is her mama. That’s a picture of Fanny,” Sarah said. “May I see?”

Billo gave her the photo, and there in her hand, Sarah held a small portrait of a woman with Fanny’s beaver stole resting on her shoulder. She would recognize the beaver’s glass-eyed stare anywhere. As she looked into the woman’s gaze, their connection was less certain. Her cheekbones and mouth and eyes resembled Fanny’s, but the photographer had failed to capture the silvery, stonewall quality of her mother’s features. Sarah considered that her mother may have changed at sea.

“That could be her, no?” she asked Billo.

Billo took the photo back and licked it. “She’s alive, she’s alive, and she’s alive,” he said, adamant.

Sarah ventured another glance. This could be Fanny. This might be Fanny. This had to be Fanny.

“If you’re certain,” Sarah said, “shall we retrieve her?”

Billo stood and began foxtrotting around the sitting room with the photo, his shins knocking against polished wood with every step, celebrating the impending reunion.

An article about Fanny’s reappearance ran in the Trib the next morning, and Sarah woke in her new deluxe sleepwear to find a butchered and plucked goose wrapped in gauze on the family’s front doorstep. She came close to collapse, interpreting the nude bird as an intimidation tactic from a neighbor. In those lost months, grief like a growling stomach had gnawed at her father Billo in the middle of the night. When the Mounsey cupboard was barren, he had taken to strangers’ kitchens and fixed himself ham hash breakfasts as the family slept upstairs.

Once Sarah steadied herself, she found a wad of parchment tucked under the goose’s thigh, spotted in blood and carcass fluids.

“Belated and most sincere condolences for your loss last year. Hip, hip, hoorah for your rediscovery yesterday,” the note read, alongside an invitation to drink lemonade at the home of the president of the Greater Chicagoland Woman’s Christian Temperance Union in twenty-five minutes. Already bathed and with nothing to lose, Sarah dressed and walked out the door.

When she arrived at the house of good repute, she stumbled upon a ladies’ scripture study already in progress. The saintly in attendance invited Sarah into their circle and treated her as a visiting baby bird, or something even more pathetic: an oil spill duck. As the iceless drinks flowed, their consideration turned to questions that Sarah couldn’t answer. Sarah relished the attention, but she hid behind a careful, polite persona, lest these Bible women discover she spelled god with a lowercase g in her poetry. The Christians then invited her and Fanny to be the guests of honor at their next luncheon. The date was scheduled for June 1, plenty of time to get to Liverpool and back.

When she returned home, her father, whom she had left unattended, had already packed his trunk with two pairs of trousers, two undershirts, eleven issues of Photoplay magazine, and a chunk of dirty ice the size of a sewing machine melting over all of it. (Fanny had a dwindling stash of frozen dollars in the back of the ice box for emergencies like this one.)

As Sarah thawed the block of cash in lukewarm tub water, she fretted over what to do. For the first time, people in town were rooting for the Mounseys, even if the half handful of neighbors who had prayed for Fanny when the Empress sank were privately indignant that they’d blown one of their favors with god on a woman who was never really dead. Sarah worried that the churchy women, ready to hitch their wagons to her black hole just because Fanny had come back to life again, were liable to forget about her in the time it would actually take to collect her mother in Liverpool. Water was dangerous, there was her father to consider, and while she was fairly certain that the woman in the photo was her mother, only an in-person visit could verify the woman’s identity. Either press-shy or fictional, the Cumberland cousins whom Fanny and Dag were supposed to visit never emerged.

Sarah pro/conned while her new peers prayed, and perhaps through the combined force of both, an answer fell from the drizzling sky with a thunk. She would go to Liverpool, and when she sailed back from Europe with her undead mother in tow, she’d return as a living legend.

Sarah had always meant to venture out, and she had always found a reason not to leave. A jaunt to the lake would have required a swimming costume, and she hated showing her bare arms even more than she hated wet wool. She’d recently considered returning to Indiana, a state she had visited out of obligation to Dag just once, to talk some sense into her sister, but what a wasteland it was, a poison flat valley between the Midwest and the blue bloods back east in Ohio. Michigan was too flashy, and Wisconsin was for perverts. Fanny and Dag always looked down on Sarah for her lack of worldly interest, but what they didn’t understand is that she had a poet’s soul and a rich interior life. How shocked her mother would be when she saw Sarah, her mousy savior, rowing ashore to redeem her. How horrific she’d feel in her misjudgment of Sarah’s character.

Sarah telegrammed Liverpool to accept Browning’s boat fare, then went home to extinguish a small fire that had started on the new divan when Billo lit a cigarillo, forgetting he already had one in his mouth. Sarah wrote a second letter to her sister Dag to implore her to come home to watch over their father. They didn’t have time to wait around for the response that would never come. Sarah had no alternative but to bring Billo, too. He paid his own way, though his daughter handled the money. Frank, not immune to the fanfare, bought a ticket of his own.

The rescue party made their way to New York Harbor by train, private car, and then two bicycles shared among the three of them—Frank on one, Sarah and Billo on the other—when shipyard traffic proved unconquerable by automobile. After a head lice inspection and a conclusively too-brief safety briefing, Sarah, Billo, and Frank boarded the RMS Lusitania to seek their lost matriarch on May 1, 1915. Billo stood at the railings of the second-class deck as she pulled away, waving goodbye to his imaginary family.

Six days later, off the coast of southern Ireland, a German U-boat torpedoed the ship’s starboard side with such Teutonic precision that its funnels were underwater in eighteen minutes. It was a quarter after 2 p.m., a shadowless and uncinematic time. This Lusitania didn’t sink as a formal band played, but the ticking of each man’s pocket watch synchronized to form a furious percussion section, and all those wailing women’s voices layered into girl group harmonies. A second explosion came a few minutes after the first, but most historians agree that was just the Kaiserliche Marine being dramatic.

The intent of the attack was either a foreign competitor’s plot to kneecap a Hershey’s syrup smuggling ring operating out of the ship’s cargo hold or the Imperial German Embassy carrying out precisely what it had threatened to do in fifty different American newspapers, including the Chicago Tribune, if its soldiers encountered a British ship carrying civilians in an active war zone. You can read about the mechanics of the sinking of the Lusitania in better detail elsewhere, in dry, protagonist-free tomes penned by self-styled experts against whom I hold private vendettas. The ship obliterated the men in my family, and though Sarah was long dead by the time I was sucked out of Kath’s abdomen, naked and screaming, I’m still the only person who should get to repeat this story.

Years later, once Sarah and Fanny gained some notoriety, a fellow survivor ran her mouth to a society columnist alleging that Billo was killed while attempting to sneak onto a lifeboat disguised in a veiled women’s cloche. Really, Sarah insisted, an agèd woman pensioner in a rolling chair whom Billo had been wheeling to safety had given him her hat for warmth before chaos on deck separated them. Ever the optimist, Billo secured her a seat next to Sarah with a sweet view on the second lifeboat. As he turned around to assist another old maid, a flogging wind whipped him backward. He landed on the wooden vessel’s last empty seat, thus boarding before six hundred women and children in line. Horrified by his manners, a young woman on the bench behind him bludgeoned Billo’s face with an oar as their dinghy lowered. Man overboard. His falling head struck the taffrail, and he ricocheted into the ocean. Sarah jumped off the lifeboat after him. Billo disappeared before she hit the water, and so did the photo of Fanny that he carried in his pocket.

In the freezing ocean, Sarah scratched and scrambled onto an overturned lifeboat as snow composed of spent coal and disintegrating corridors fell from the sky. Atop her dome for days, she bit her cuticles for protein and stored the skin in her cheeks, as the rest of the evacuees, including the oar girl, died from exposure, drowning, and dehydration. She remembered that she’d once had a husband and that he’d been missing during their final scene on the boat. As she gnawed on the ragged skin around her big toes, she wondered if Frank had died gallantly, rebuffing the pleas of lesser drowning women as he waded through the waist-high waters of the second-class smokers lounge, rushing back to his beloved wife and her featherbrained Pa, or if perchance he’d been trysting with a lover in a cargo-hold Coupé de Ville, one ecstatic handprint dripping down the foggy back windshield when the rocket split the hull.

Despite Sarah’s flapping her cardigan in the air like a hungover color guard girl at a homecoming parade, the hapless Irish naval men sent to save her remained beyond the bobbing waves. A week later, she climbed over the bloated corpses on the beach at Cobh, enveloped in a tremor from the ice water that would affect her speech for the rest of her life. The Royal Navy greeted Sarah with a ham sandwich, which reminded her that she would certainly be missing the dry, religious luncheon she’d been invited to back home. Then they sent her by rail to Dublin, where a medic injected her with amnesiac drugs for a painless transport to Liverpool.

When Sarah arrived at Fanny’s almshouse, little resembling her former self due to her Irish seawater diet, she was pleased to see that a crowd of beggar children had arranged themselves on the pavement in front of the building to greet her. One handed her a delicate kerchief as a token of admiration, which she accepted and used to dab at her gravel-gritted eyes just as the kid demanded she fork over two shillings or receive a slingshot to the left temple. Sarah had misunderstood. The cloth wasn’t a gift. Sarah tried to reason with them—her odyssey had rendered her cashless—but she hadn’t even gotten to the part with the lifeboats when a Red Cross employee tackled the child and hauled him into a paddy wagon. As the relief worker locked the cage door, he told Sarah that she’d been the victim of a high-ranking preadolescent mendicant’s final hustle.

“Careful, ma’am,” he warned Sarah. “This lot is no honest bunch.”

Upstairs, Sarah took one look, grabbed Fanny, and whisked her away onto the RMS Something. That final ship didn’t sink, and in New York, the girls transferred to a train that returned them to their Chicagoland suburb just as the drum major raised his mace to commence a homecoming parade held in their honor. The only other picture we have of Fanny was taken through the carriage window moments before she and Sarah presented themselves to the public. In that photo, Fanny’s face isn’t visible, either. Sarah stretches the beaver pelt in front of her mother to shield her from the crackling ignition of the newspaperman’s flash powder.

From there, Fanny and Sarah would embark on an august regional vaudeville career and later devote themselves to philanthropy. They spent thirty years on the road telling stories, enduring the same quotidian workplace triumphs and humiliations that we all do. Besides the onstage drowning illusion they worked to perfect, Kath didn’t allude much to this part of Sarah and Fanny’s mythos during my childhood. Their legacy consorting with carnies and flimflammers is less marketable than a tale of mother and daughter reuniting after surviving back-to-back shipwrecks.
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My Inheritance



August 1, This Year, Chicagoland


1.

My dog Howdy and I lurch into the kitchen at 4:10 p.m. to find Kath screaming, papercutting the air above her with a yellow delivery attempt slip. For months, she has been anticipating the arrival of a new kitchen sink sprayer from an authorized reseller in the Chechen Republic. She claims she woke me before she left for her carpeted corner office at the mutagen factory to remind me I needed to be home between noon and four to sign for the delivery. I remember her barging into my room, which is not even the one I grew up in, at 6:30 a.m. to tell me that the sponge wand needed to be plucked clean of the serving of farro I left in it before she got home. Then her old-time jalopy ringtone went awooga!, and she answered it in the doorway, and I fell back asleep waiting for her to return to our conversation. Kath is always on the phone, scheduling wine and chair deliveries, and I can’t be expected to pay attention to all of it. She asks me where I’ve been.

“Something went wrong,” I whisper. The weather’s been loitering around ninety-four degrees, and I could prove that my skin is feverish if only she would reach out and rest the back of her hand on my forehead.

“How?” she asks.

“I swallowed the flame of a candle I meant to blow out, and my sternum extinguished the flame,” I tell her.

“So you went to the doctor?”

“I went to Walgreens,” I say. She blinks twice at me then looks back at the delivery slip. “We should be ordering our sink sprayers locally.”

“Real rich coming from someone who buys two pairs of disposable foreign pants online a week,” Kath says.

When I complain and my mother denies me concern, we get coiled into a spiteful groove. She’ll say something to imply I don’t know how to help myself and I respond with advice that’s actually a judgment of her lifestyle or politics. Kath exaggerates, and she is not generous in her interpretation of most people’s motivations, but what she says is usually correct, and her sense of smell is better than everyone else’s. It’s exhausting. When I look back at our arguments, I have no idea why I chose to champion certain causes. The contractual obligations of the First Lady of the United States? Anti–fabric softener legislation? I guess I want to be seen as judicious and open-minded compared to her, though nobody is here to bear witness. Howdy is now under the table, laser focused on licking his penis, the delivery person has moved on to lesser tree-lined suburbs, and Dad, a private guy with a name like “David” or “Craig,” is elsewhere, applying partial differential formulas to weather.com data to calculate soybean futures.

“Why do I always have to be home to sign for packages? Why can’t Dad sign for anything?”

“He’s diabetic!” she yells. I walk away, grab a resistant Howdy by his collar, and close my bedroom door as she calls out, “Were you cooking with oil of oregano?”

Howdy scratches at the door frame to be let out.

I can’t tell Kath that an hour into the delivery window, I found a blotch of dog pee on her flatweave angora rug, smack between two architecturally significant chairs in the living room, when I came in from smoking a microdose of weed in the empty hot tub overlooking the desiccated creek. Her Rhodesian Ridgeback, Argus, died at the beginning of the year, so I couldn’t even blame him and make it up to him later with a slice of deli turkey. The stain could only belong to Howdy, my Korean Jindo, who has some funny ideas about leaping through window screens when he feels like getting some exercise but is usually too prissy to piss indoors.

I dumped half a bottle of the stain remover under the sink onto the spot, and the whole town house smelled human, woman specifically, like a pair of sweat-wicking leggings I’ve worn without underpants too many times. I couldn’t open the window, because the dry creek outside reeks, so instead I lit a petrichor, bergamot, and cade juniper candle called Late March. It smelled so strongly of Late March that I felt nauseous, and I bent down to extinguish it before the flame stopped jumping. I inhaled to fill my lungs too close to the wick, and I sucked the blaze down my throat. The fireball completely bypassed my larynx and tonsils, but it lodged itself in my sternum before seething itself out. So I walked to the store to purchase a swallow-safe topical analgesic. How I lost three hours there is between me, my dog, and Bryan, the only person still working at Walgreens, who scuttled around us unlocking and relocking the shelves.

I got mixed up on our way home because I can’t always tell their town house from its sets of twin sisters on my first loop through the cul-de-sac. Six months ago, Kath and Dad downsized from the pristine prairie-style house with no overhead lighting where they raised me into this 1972 gated town house community so close to the highway that the whoosh of eastbound traffic beyond the concrete sound barrier sounds like spring water. Each building is identical to the one next to it, built from Chicago-brown brick cut off at the shins by beige slatted siding.

Their decision to live in a place like this is so baffling it’s suspicious. I’d have bet on Kath’s next act taking place in a relentless landscape like the Gulf of Bothnia or an energy vortex outside Sedona. But she said she needed to be less than twenty minutes from her production facility, with at least ten miles of prairie running paths and a waterfront vista. Kath says their town house is the crown jewel of Chicagoland master-planned community units because of its unspoiled view of the stale trench where a creek is supposed to be. Once a rugged mill-powering tributary carved from a juicy blue vein of the mighty, mighty Des Plaines River, the creek at Oberbach Woods has been reduced to a cotton-mouthed dribble in the last ten years.

The home’s previous owner, a local cuddle toy kingpin, bought side-by-side units for his folks in 1996, then knocked down the wall that separated them and reconfigured the space into a plush mega-condo. Two years ago, his father went the way of the Princess Di bear and his mother moved to a memory-care facility. The collectibles tycoon listed the unit, but not before his realtor urged him to rehab the place into a heartless oasis with no doors and HGTV-gray floorboards, work that Kath is now undoing. She had a guy from a fundamentalist Bible league in our town and his four brothers build her a Shaker-style kitchen from scratch in ten days. A week later, six dudes she found playing Candy Crush on two phones in a pickup outside the Home Depot installed non-load-bearing pine beams overhead and limewashed wattle-and-daub walls over the new Sheetrock. I have tried to tell Kath that her interiors clash with the 1970s exterior. Yesterday, I suggested treating the brick outside with a thin layer of mortar to give it a new life.

“Don’t talk to me about German Schmear,” she said to me. “You’re joking?”



I sleep in a bedroom on the first floor that had been the primary suite. The realtor staged it for a potential teenage daughter, with a twin trundle bed and walls painted a shade of pale dogwood pink, but the room still has accessible grab bars next to the bed and toilet. Kath hasn’t gotten around to redoing it yet, but I like the fold-down seat in the shower. I’m on the lower bed, trying to take down-throat pictures of my breastbone with my front-facing camera when the doorbell rings. The drug store burn spray has numbed my uvula, but I can’t get it any deeper down my throat. I hear Kath greeting strangers in a dimly British high pitch, her imitation of a polite person. Then there’s a grave male tone, a feathery woman’s hello, barking, scolding, and shuffling.

A few minutes later, Kath opens my door without knocking, and her razor-straight bob, the exact color of polished brass, looks sweatier than it did forty minutes ago. She throws me a dog poop bag filled with ice cubes and a thirty-two-ounce bottle of GrecoSpray, the edible, quick-dry polyurethane solution that she invented for the hell of it in her late twenties. Its intended use was as a lettuce-crisping spray guaranteed to keep salad greens, even those coated in mayonnaise-based dressing, crunchy for twenty-four hours.

GrecoSpray debuted as a complimentary trial-size bottle nestled in the cardboard box alongside her first invention, the GrecoSnapper. This apparatus, which keeps salad cold, is the closest thing I have to evidence of Kath’s occasional crisp, clear genius. When plugged in, the refrigerant fluid inside the Snapper bowl reaches thirty-two degrees Fahrenheit within a half hour, a temperature that allows iceberg lettuce to maintain the dignity of its moniker. Kath originally called the product Mounsey’s Unmeltabowl, but a rebrand meant to evoke a farmers market in Kalamata tested better with certain high-income American consumers preoccupied with the depletion of a mysterious floating substance called the ozone layer. After five years of door-to-door hustling, a ten-minute segment on an early episode of Oprah, a miniature edition purported to mitigate E .coli and Staphylococcus aureas risk in mayonnaise-based dips, and a prominent placement in an in-flight magazine, Kath hit the jackpot. Five million consumers extended the lives of their family’s salads while she banked ten dollars per unit. A minor scandal over leaking freon in Kath’s salad bowls was a blessing in disguise, as it allowed her to focus on pushing GrecoSpray to new markets.

In 1990, a Saudi American petroleum conglomerate signed a multidecade contract for a redacted number of dollars to secure a redacted number of stainless-steel gallon tankers of the liquid, which sells wholesale under a name that smashes up some unpronounceable compound of tetra and hecta and polysiloxane. They use it to pretreat coral reefs and feathered or fur-bearing animals in gulfs and bays near oil-rich US territories, the Middle East, and a handful of countries in Southeast Asia as a precaution against spills. Only in the last three years has America’s Food and Drug Administration bumped two of GrecoSpray’s actives from “possibly safe for human consumption” up to Class 1B carcinogens.

“See if you can get the nozzle to reach your sternum,” Kath says. “Get a good coating on there.”

“I’ve already eaten my credit card’s worth of plastic this week.”

“Suit yourself. There are people downstairs who want to talk to you,” she says.

“From high school?” I ask.

The girls I grew up with now have healthy rosé-colored infants in bow headbands positioned to protect their soft fontanelles and Sheepadoodles named after Chicago hockey legends. I’ve got nothing, not even a good answer for why I’ve ventured back to this downy thicket of aging planned communities, Italianate mini-mansions, and zero Frank Lloyd Wright houses.

“It’s a cop and a blond academic,” she says.

“Do you think he’ll let me take a photo holding his gun?” I ask.

Kath doesn’t laugh at my joke. Never does.

“None of that right now,” she says. “Let’s go.”



When I walk into the living room holding the bag of microplastic ice to my throat, I see that Dad has since returned home and is maintaining expert male small talk from the couch with a police officer, who is sitting in a high-backed French brutalist armchair covered in what Kath calls legacy leather. They’re shaking their damn heads at the comedy of errors that led to a two-alarm fire on a floating barge in a golf course lake during the Fourth of July fireworks show. Howdy pads in, and he grazes the cop’s holster with his front paws, attempting a run on the cheese plate in his lap. As I apologize for the dog, I recognize this man’s timeworn acne scars and gapped teeth. He was the D.A.R.E. officer who came into my seventh-grade homeroom once a month to teach us about how mind-blowing meth is.

“I’m Officer Sidowski,” he says, standing to greet me with a handshake but no badge flash. “Nice to meet you. I’m a detective for the Cook County Criminal Investigations Division.”

I don’t remind him of our preexisting relationship. He sits. In the chair beside his is a stunning woman in her early fifties with stiff barrel curls and rectangular wire-frame glasses, sucking on a forty-ounce tumbler of water. She’s not uniformed, but she’s paired her pink butterfly sleeve top with a plain blue lanyard chain that makes her look official, though its photo ID pocket is empty. She rises and shakes our hands.

“I’m Goldie Garcia, a genetic genealogist,” she says, each syllable out of her mouth a steady burst of mint air on a melting day.

“An aptronym,” I say, but I lose confidence when Goldie asks what that means.

“I guess it’s just alliteration,” I tell her.

I wedge myself between my parents on the couch, and Officer Sidowski thanks us for availing ourselves.

“Before we get into specifics, I’ll emphasize that no individual present is under investigation at this time,” he says. “Nobody’s in trouble. In fact, with your cooperation and the implementation of some pretty cool cutting-edge technology, the Carusillos could help the Cook County Sheriff’s Office and the State Bureau of Investigation catch a bad guy who may remain at large. Sound good so far?”

He mispronounces our last name, subduing our hard double L’s, and still has the school cop cadence. The burn in my sternum migrates to my left boob. Goldie takes a sip of water, squints while riding out a brain freeze, and explains why she’s on the ride-along.

“I’ve always been interested in genetic genealogy, and five years ago, I turned my hobby into a career,” she says. “Now, I work with law enforcement across the country to crack cold cases by the simple, radical act of constructing family trees. To put it in layperson’s terms, I look at snippets of autosomal DNA generated from crime-scene evidence, some of it decades old, and compare it to data in public, user-generated archives to identify potential relatives of unknown suspects.”

“Cool,” I say.

“Very cool,” Sidowski says.

“Think of me as a time-traveling bounty hunter,” she continues. “Team Goldie has cracked twenty-two cold cases this year using data that genetic relatives of offenders’ families have freely uploaded onto genealogy websites to find out more about their ancestors.”

Next to me, Kath corrects her posture, readying herself for defensive listening. She doesn’t like being called a layperson. Dad settles deeper into the couch, and Howdy is back to working on his crotch.

Sidowski cuts in to discuss the weather, which I’d have assumed he already covered with Dad. Hell of a summer. The creek outside the town house is 100 percent exsiccated for the first time in two centuries. July’s humidity hasn’t ceased, and noxious chemicals from 175 years of mill runoff, automobile exhaust, and cooking oil from the nearby McDonald’s, the one Kath worked at as a teenager, could not dissipate on their own. A smudgy glass ceiling of swamp gas hung over the wash for a month until the governor called in the National Guard farm team for decontamination. Cut-rate professionals in too-tight hazmat suits plodded through the humid pall and found all sorts of pickled treasures in the sludge, including a rigged Cherry Bell slot machine and a signed Noguchi coffee table.

“Plus, a crate of Mario games in individual plexiglass,” Sidowski says. “My nephew says they must be worth at least ten grand. Totally waterlogged.”

“Pardon,” Kath says, scarily still, but she’s sweating. “Help me understand why any of this is relevant? If the creek is getting Superfund designation and you’re about to tell me you want to dig into my property, you’ll need a warrant, which isn’t getting past my HOA.”

“No excavating, Katarina,” Sidowski says, using my mother’s given name.

“It’s Kath, not Katarina,” she corrects him.

“Cat?” he asks.

Goldie leans forward, visibly exasperated by her partner’s oratory style, his lukewarm understanding of pacing, tension, and stakes, and pats him on the hand. Her voice bubbles like seltzer as she cuts to the chase.

“The National Guard also recovered a male body bearing indications consistent with death by strangulation a few feet from a partially collapsed cave, approximately six miles downstream of the old mill village at Oberbach Woods,” she says, then takes a long, hard sip.

I gasp like I’m on a television show, relieved the dead person is a man. Dad laughs like, How about that? Kath frowns with teeth and brushes the nap of the sofa’s velvet all in the same direction. Sidowski explains that cranial suture analysis and sternal morphology scans of the vinegared body suggest the deceased was between the ages of thirty-five and fifty at the time of his death, and basic bog stratigraphy indicates that the human remains were deposited between the 1960s and the 1980s. The County sent the Doe’s biological profile to the CODIS lab, but it returned no matches, and the body was found without any teeth, likely yanked postmortem, which precludes the use of forensic dentistry. Investigators have no further means of ID on the remains, but they did uncover a two-inch segment of human hair tied around the tip of the Doe’s tongue.

“This hair did not match the genetic profile of hair plucked from his head,” Sidowski says. “Didn’t match anything in the state database, either.”

“But it was one strand of hope,” Goldie says. I look at Kath, who isn’t rolling her eyes like I expect her to. She is clenching her jaw, which makes me nervous.

“We’re here because your daughter created a public profile containing information critical to our initial investigation. Thank you, Miss Carusillo,” Goldie says like she’s my childhood psychologist praising me for a crayon drawing I made of my family.

“What profile? I haven’t been on the apps in months,” I say. I don’t date anymore.

“No, no. You uploaded autosomal DNA sequencing to an online database.”

“I’ve never submitted DNA to an online database,” I tell Goldie, before remembering that it’s not true. “Oh, wait.”

Next to me, Kath vibrates to a brand-new frequency. Whatever is about to happen to us is happening because of another one of my online indiscretions. In my old life as a freelance journalist for women on the acne and keratosis pilaris beat, I received a genetic testing kit in a swag bag at a pseudoscientific wellness conference in Los Angeles I was paid to attend. I submitted my info on a lark to a DNA company whose servers operate out of an air-locked cave that was hand drilled along an excavated gold vein five miles deep into Utah’s Wasatch Front. I now explain to the room that the test results were fascinating: I discovered that I am 98 percent European, 98 percent Homo sapiens.

“I also carry within me a genetic anomaly that nearly guarantees I’ll die of early-onset Alzheimer’s unless I finish the crossword every day,” I say. “But I wouldn’t have made any of that public.”

I don’t remember the terms of service, but I’m always rejecting cookies.

“Customers automatically opt into a certain tier of data-sharing to elevate user experience. People love finding cousins. They hate finding half-siblings, especially if they’re army brats,” Goldie says. “The mitochondrial DNA of the strand of hair in evidence matches Claire’s, which indicates with reasonable certainty a shared matrilineal relationship to an individual who may have information about the deceased’s identity and final hours.”

“Is this person related to Kath, too?” I ask.

“The match may be an ancestor from many generations back, or maybe not,” Goldie tells me.

“I understand if you all need a minute to DL this info,” Sidowski says.

After twenty colossal seconds of silence, I share what’s on my mind.

“Kath went to a birthday party that John Wayne Gacy clowned at while he was actively killing boys and concealing them in quicklime in his crawl space. You know he was involved in a child porn ring, too? Never got dinged for it, I don’t think.”

Goldie reaches for her bag. When she picks it up, Howdy’s pee stain is visible on the carpet. She pulls out a notebook whose front cover is embossed with gold graphic lettering that I struggle to read. Without removing her eyes from the stain, Kath somehow mows me down with a scathing look. I’ve betrayed her by sharing this information, and she wants me to walk it back.

“Of course, that was a long time ago, and my mother later moved to town to live with her great-grandmother Fanny and great-aunt Sarah when she was in high school,” I say. “Shipwreck survivors and hyper-regional vaudeville performers. The Unsinkable Mounseys—you may have heard of them?”

“I haven’t,” Goldie says. “Vaudeville, as in singing and dancing?”

“Sometimes, I think. Their act was more of a two-person variety show with only one speaking part. But they also attempted comedy and poetry, and at the end of every show, one of them did a magic trick. Right, Kath?”

“Interesting,” Goldie says. She writes in her notebook.

“What are you writing?” Kath asks.

“Nothing important.”

Kath contracts her core. She’s angry, but I can’t tell if it’s because I diminished the Unsinkable Mounseys’ legacy in the performing arts or because Goldie has never heard of them. Kath harbors a breathless and bizarre reverence for these women and has always refused to categorize their show as campy. Over the years, she’s told me that the Unsinkables were valorous for putting themselves on stage for the sake of edutainment, even if Sarah wasn’t a stereotypical, bottle-blond leading lady and Fanny occasionally had to be muzzled.

Oh, and that Unsinkable moniker? Kath said that word belonged to us before it was taken by Molly Brown, the redheaded plutocrat who survived both the Titanic and the Lusitania. Kath said Sarah remembered Molly Brown’s lasciviousness from the ship, sunbathing on a private deck with her skirt hoisted to her red pubic mound and a silver queen tiara in her hair. My parents were not otherwise strict with my content consumption, and most of my earliest memories place me in front of the television watching Montel Williams while drinking a virgin daiquiri. But due to this betrayal of our ancestors’ intellectual property, Kath forbade me from viewing the film Titanic until I was twenty-one because it portrays Brown in a positive, comic light.

“Well, I have nothing to do with this,” I say, putting up my hands like so sue me.

But Sidowski has more news to share.

“Over the course of our investigation, the company you gave your data to got hacked and subsequently filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy,” he says. “Because of this, our work has slowed down due to privacy concerns, and we can no longer just extract your data and stake a criminal case on it. We need a fresh sample, admissible in court, from both of you.”

“A criminal case? What am I being accused of?” I ask.

“Nothing. Your age eliminates you as a suspect. Neither you, Claire, nor you, Mom, is under current investigation,” Sidowski tells us, afraid to attempt Kath’s name. “You’re both great tools, and your participation is voluntary.”

“For now,” Goldie says. “If either of you fail to provide the County with a sample, you will be served a motion for genetic testing.”

“Three hundred thousand unprocessed rape kits filled with degrading spit and cum, languishing in police departments across the Midwest, brushed aside so that some so-called peace officers can pluck ripe follicles from the heavy scalps of two women who know nothing about anything,” I say, tut-tutting.

Dad clicks his teeth like C’mon, Claire.

“We’re asking for one simple cheek swab from each of you. No need to overreact, ladies,” Sidowski says, though he really shouldn’t have.

“What did you just say to my daughter and me?” Kath asks, rising from her chair, untucking her phone from the waistband of her pants. I squint at the screen. It takes a few seconds for the phone to recognize her seething expression, but eventually it unlocks, and she taps some button in an app and all the shades in the room start to purr. Slowly, they descend from a roller tube until the guests’ panoramic view of the dead water outside goes blank.

“Nothing. I meant nothing. All I meant was it’s a painless, at-home procedure, and this is voluntary. You can keep all your hairs.”

“This entire situation is a failure within your employer’s splintering political machine, not an issue for my young daughter and me to resolve,” Kath says.

It’s punk of her to talk with such enmity, however hollow, to an armed policeman eating Brie and a government-contracted scrapbooker. Two months ago, Kath attended a summer kickoff gala at the governor’s waterfront estate on Geneva Lake. The man’s dad’s billions come from hotels and cruise lines, and this Wisconsin lake house, featured in the print edition of Arch Digest two years before he was elected, was designed to look like a beached yacht.

Sidowski looks cowed.

“Be that as it may, ma’am, the County and State are working together to bring closure to a family in search of some answers and make our community safer.”

“And be that as it may,” Kath says, now echoing Sidowski in a mocking tone as she lifts the cheeseboard from the coffee table, “I find it borderline felonious and plainly undignified that you are sitting in my house eating complimentary charcuterie, demanding that my daughter and I shear off body parts and courier them to your cronies. All while my daughter is dealing with a medical emergency.” She remembered my sternum burn! Like that, our disagreement from earlier is dead and buried.

“An ask of that nature is a violation of privacy,” I say, backing her up. Kath raises her hand to get me to stop talking.

“You both will be leaving now,” Kath says. Now we all rise together. Sidowski’s and Goldie’s chairs squeak in tandem. He doesn’t know where to deposit his plate, so he folds it in half and puts it under his armpit, then hands me the specimen containers and paperwork. He also gives me a card with his contact information and the assurance that we can call him anytime we need.

“And I’m easiest to reach on social,” Goldie says. “I’m somewhat of a digital nomad.”

“You’ll never get my spit,” Kath says.

“Well, I may not need it,” Sidowski says as he opens the front door to leave. “Beautiful home.”

My mother peers out a hole in the covered entryway window until she sees both the cop car and Goldie’s red Tesla pull away. From the subtle constrictions in Kath’s body that I’ve felt sitting next to her for the last half hour, I know I’m in trouble. I had no idea that biometric privacy was one of her causes. A few months ago, she got drunk on wine and paid a recurring annual fee of $189 to offer her retinal scan to the commercial arm of the Department of Homeland Security so that she could skip the metal detector line at a Jackson Browne concert.

“Call Tony Pampaloni, Esquire,” Kath says to Dad.

Tony Pampaloni is a name from childhood I’ve always loved to hear spoken aloud. Tony Pampaloni helped me out with a legal matter earlier this year, and even though he doesn’t specialize in beauty law, he was good at his job. Tony Pampaloni assured me that the complainant’s case against me had no basis as long as she doesn’t die. Dad salutes Kath as he presses the button for the elevator next to the front door, a relic from the Beanie Babies guy’s parents.

In the kitchen, Kath inflicts psychological torture upon me by deep cleaning every surface, ridding the floor of onion paper and Howdy’s dog hair with a rose-gold vacuum developed by a theoretical physicist, then moving on to the countertop with a miniature crumb buster. She barks at me to bring her the cheese board from the other room, which she dumps into the sink drain. When she turns on the garbage disposal, the olive pits sound like cracking knuckles.

“You can’t put those in there,” I say.

“It’s better to dispose of things this way. Destroys the evidence completely, don’t you think?”

Kath is acting like I’m the problem here, even though I’m the only human in the room verbally cleared in the slaying of a bog body.

“I’m sorry I submitted our DNA to the Mormons without telling you, but you’re acting insane,” I say.

“This isn’t about my behavior. It’s about gross top-down mismanagement of our state’s executive branch. It’s about bodily autonomy and technocratic overreach. It’s about the alarming narcissism present in the people who spit into these kits.”

“Uh-huh,” I say. “Fight the power, girl.”

She picks up a plastic cup of watered-down cold brew.

“Is this dead?” she asks as she pours it down the drain without giving me time to answer. I was going to finish it.

“Maybe we should just swab and move on,” I say.

“Ah,” she says.

“What?”

“Nothing. I’m just surprised how all of a sudden, you seem to love and respect cops and take everything they tell you at face value. Notable pivot.”

Kath blames the country club liberal arts college she and Dad bankrolled for turning me into a socialist with inconsistent principles. She’s always trying to catch me choking on the silver spoon she gave me.

“You’re not at all curious?” I ask.

“I’m not. And if I were, I wouldn’t entrust my burning inquiries to a D.A.R.E. cop, no doubt confined to desk duty for accidentally shooting a kindergartner during a stranger danger role-playing exercise,” she says. “And that Goldie woman knew showing up at my house would be more sensational than picking up the phone. Who makes house visits? Wearing musk oil?”

There is so much to wrestle with in each of Kath’s sentences that I am only able to address a fraction at once, and other times, like now, I can’t touch any of it. The very ungodly genetic sequence we’re fighting about is what painted her irises the color of oxidized pennies and crowded her tongue with hysterics. I’m touched she remembers Sidowski from my D.A.R.E. graduation assembly, where I read an essay aloud about how the deadliest weapon in the War on Drugs was humorous deflection. I had won a writing contest, my first and last, even though the country was six years deep into Operation Iraqi Freedom, and Ellie Bajek, the second-place ribbon holder, had a Marine dad who’d died a month earlier in At Tuwayhah.

“What if this helps put your family back together?” I ask.

“My family is together. You refuse to leave.”

“I mean the multigenerational kind of family. Your mom.”

Kath lost track of her mother, her namesake and the woman whom she refers to as “Katarina 1,” when she was a teenager and Katarina 1 told her that she would be moving south without her. She said that she wanted to have one last go at a storybook romance with her estranged husband, Kath’s father, whose name I don’t know, and sent Kath to live with Sarah and Fanny.

“Well, she’s dead,” Kath says. I was six or seven, and we didn’t go to the funeral. “And that hair could be anyone’s. John Doe could be a guy I served food to at McDonald’s fifty years ago who got drunk in the woods and fell in the creek, and nobody cared enough about his passing to look for him.”

“No hairnet?”

“When?”

“When you served the drunk guy at McDonald’s who then died?”

“It was a hypothetical. It was the seventies,” she says. “I’m not talking about this anymore. You’re obsessed. In fact, you’re the one starting to sound suspicious.”

“I regret leading with an apology if you’re accusing me of murder,” I say.

“It’s not an apology if you call the recipient insane. And who said anything about murder?” she asks, tying a snell knot around a blue recycling bag filled with Styrofoam and loose wads of nonrecyclable Saran Wrap smeared in soft cheese.

Normally, I’d bring up our thawing earth and our responsibility to recycle to the letter of the law, and then she’d tell me that curbside recycling as we know it is a ruse perpetuated to fortify American relations with the Chinese government. But she’s too angry right now.

“Goldie said the Doe’s marks were consistent with death by strangulation,” I say.

“Okay, then maybe I am accusing you. How about that, Claire?” she says. “Maybe you’ve been on the lam since March.”

“You’re psycho,” I tell her. “I couldn’t kill anyone. I have a thyroid disorder.”

“Tell that to your latest victim,” Kath says. “You need to take out the recycling.”

It’s a low blow. Six months ago, a girl I barely know claimed I tried to kill her by suggesting in my skin-care product review newsletter that taking colloidal silver supplements could clear acne. I suddenly can’t stand being in the same room as Kath. I pick up the bag and carry it toward the garage, but it snags on the corner of the kitchen island, spilling pop can sap and DOP Gorgonzola crumbles onto the floor. I fall to my knees over the mess, and the dog meanders over, curious.

“Howdy can’t have Coke Zero!” Kath yells.

“I know that!”

I stay low to the ground as a gold Mylar balloon swells within me. I will weaponize a gift I’ve had for over thirty years that I have always taken for granted: I’m talking about my oven-fresh, non-paywalled DNA, which I can give to Kath’s new enemies at the flip of a switch.

“I am swabbing my cheek,” I yell at my mother.

“No, you’re not.”

“I am. And then I am filling out all necessary forms in Sharpie and walking it to the police downtown,” I say.

“You don’t have my permission.”

“I don’t need it. I’m thirty-one.”

“You have no money,” Kath says.

“That doesn’t mean I have no autonomy. I have a phone,” I say, digging it out of my pocket to prove my access to the internet. An alert pops up to let me know I have 10 percent battery left.

Kath puts her head on the kitchen island. When she looks up, she’s faking misty eyes, aware through decades of trial and error that some people react better to despondency than to rage.

“Have I made your life so horrible that you’d ruin everything over a strand of hair?” she asks, gripping the waxed soapstone countertop as she starts to sob. I hate to make her cry, even if she started it, and even if she’s lying.

Dad, fresh off a four-minute billable phone call with Tony Pampaloni, enters the kitchen to assess who is the one weeping and who is the one yelling. We both go silent. This is a women’s issue. He takes the recycling out to the garage, and as soon as he goes upstairs to crack open a new Aloysius Pendergast novel, Kath goes histrionic again. She tells me that my behavior is pickaxing her heart into ice pellets. That must hurt, and I relent. I pull out a stool and sit next to her.

“Kath, is it your hair inside that guy?” I ask.

She brushes her front pieces back with her fingertips but doesn’t answer.

“I won’t give Goldie and the cop my DNA if you tell me what’s going on. Isn’t it better for me to know the truth now rather than have them infer whatever they want?”

“I’ve tried. Dozens of times. You don’t listen. You interrupt. Everything I’ve ever told you sets you off on an anecdote about a boy you haven’t seen in seventeen years named Paul G. or something,” she says.

“I never knew anyone named Paul G.,” I say. Paul R. and Paul C., certainly.

“Or you make my story yours to tell.”

“I don’t do that,” I say.

“You told that Goldie woman about my neighbor John Wayne Gacy.”

“I was providing local color.”

“You brought up Sarah and Fanny.”

“Whose story you make yours all the time,” I say.

“Because I was there. I was involved. You weren’t,” she says.

I don’t know how to communicate to Kath that I’m always listening to her, but she’s rarely telling the truth in the way I need her to. If I ask about her day, it’s like everyone she encounters is still walking around with an unfused fontanelle, whereas hers is hewn together from solid mahogany like the figurehead of a ship. She’s rational. Everyone else is an evasive idiot. When I ask about her family, every branch of the tree wilts and snaps off, except for Sarah and Fanny when they were young and freezing, long before Kath was alive. The Mounsey forebears’ tendency to survive always indicated to her that we are predisposed to resilience, and she always uses the same pat parables of their shipwrecks and resultant clerical errors, and the dialogue is never the same from one recounting to the next.

When I was growing up, Kath would juxtapose whatever my lesser tragedy of the week was against the Mounsey calamities to embarrass me into developing her hardiness gene. I was caving to weakness mewling over the cluster of mosquito bites ravaging my anklet tan line instead of looking at the South Rim of the Grand Canyon, which she’d paid so much for me to behold; Sarah Mounsey would have much preferred a waterless ditch like this to the icy Celtic Sea after a terror attack, bug bites and all. When I hit double digits and still couldn’t walk to the bathroom after dark without a reading light clipped to my waistband, Kath accepted I’d stay like this forever and implored me to try faking it better.

This is the lens through which she views everyone. When Kath speaks, I navigate through the narrow straits of a flowchart dependent upon me interrupting to ask questions like Was her husband LGBTQ+? or Had casseroles been invented yet? Only after that, when I’m spit out into the floodplain, do I get close to the oomph of the truth.

“We can start small,” I tell her now. “Do you know who the body belongs to?”

She shakes her head no, but then she opens her mouth, pauses, and decides to say it.

“Yes.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I say.

“If this gets mishandled, their legacy will be blackened forever.”

“Whose legacy?”

“Fanny and Sarah’s.”

“You mean their life jacket charity?”

Toward the end of Sarah’s life, she established a fund to benefit Great Lakes–based survivors of naval incidents and breast cancer. Kath now chairs Mounsey’s Lifeboat, a charitable giving organization and the 501(c)(3) arm of her company, which makes GrecoSpray Inc. eligible for certain corporate gifting loopholes. I only point this out for transparency. It’s still an impressive use of her resources. A federal tax exemption doesn’t negate my mother’s altruism, just as I would never suggest that Sarah and Fanny’s myriad insurance windfalls after the shipwrecks invalidate their suffering.

“Fanny and Sarah Mounsey were revered within their lifetime and far beyond it, Claire. You’ve seen the brick,” Kath says, referring to an inlaid memorial she paid for at the Amtrak station, the same one Fanny and Sarah glided into when they returned to America in 1915, which is roughly the same size as the soles of the shoes that walk over it each day.

“It’s a gorgeous brick,” I say. “What does it have to do with the body?”

She gets up slowly and walks away from me like some sort of coward.

I start yipping, but she stops at the wine cooler. She selects a bottle and stabs the cork with a bunny-shaped opener, then pries its ears backward.

“I’m only going to tell you this because you’re extorting me,” she says. “And I will only explain this once.”

She pours ten ounces and swirls, stoking a maelstrom in her glass. She sniffs. She’s stalling, letting the wine breathe while she invents an adaptation of the truth that will save her from drowning in a morass I have yet to spot. She looks up to the ceiling, and I wonder if she’s trying to communicate with Sarah and Fanny to ask them how they’d tell the story. But Kath is not spiritual, doesn’t care about rose quartz, and has a low tolerance for mental illness. I’d never tell her that sometimes I hear Fanny and Sarah in the offing, toot-tooting a foghorn in my direction. I heard them earlier today when I was ass nude and avoiding my reflection in the shower door, brushing out sailor’s knots of hair at the nape of my neck. I don’t know if they sounded off to warn me that I was about to crash into them or if it was a honk of encouragement to keep uncoiling until I’m smooth and gold again. I always wave even though I can’t see them, hoping they recognize me. They were famous, at least for people who lived and died in the Midwest, and any acknowledgment of my existence would be flattering.

Kath is about to hand off a secret that’s grown too slimy for her to hold alone. I’m sure she wishes her partner in crime was a stronger swimmer or an expert show woman, but I’m who popped out. I can barely kick my legs and arms at the same time, a prerequisite for either calling. It’s exciting to have a project. I’ve been listless.



2.

All I knew about the early seventies before Kath starts talking is what I’ve culled from books and game show reruns: Nobody picked up their dog’s shit, cow teats bled margarine instead of butter, and Dexedrine flowed like yellow Gatorade at boys’ track practice.

In November 1971, Kath was seventeen, working at the McDonald’s a few blocks from here, just before the turn into the primary Oberbach Woods visitors’ lot. It was one of those classic mansard roof McDonald’s with brown-out exterior windows, a smoking section, and molded yellow benches bolted into drab floors, which were uniformly tiled into a mosaic of hundreds of small, boxy pairs of pants if you knew what to look for. This style of McDonald’s was common throughout my childhood and well into the next century, until a command on high from Hamburger U rebranded every location into the go-go-go all-white-meat-chicken facial recognition software cafés we know today. Shifts back then could still be slow, especially on nights like this one, when freak air whistled in odd tones through the double-glass front door and forced customers back into their sunken dens. Two teenage cashiers and a twenty-year-old grill cook had called out because an unusual wind had just uprooted an ancient oak tree and barrel-rolled it to the intersection of York Road and County Line, right off the highway overpass.

When the storm knocked out the grill’s pilot light, none of Kath’s coworkers could reignite the flame, not even the adult fry cook Charles, who hadn’t spoken a word to anyone since his son died a year earlier serving as an infantryman in the Cambodian incursion, or their shift leader Patricia, a high school freshman. At 8 p.m., everyone else called it an early night, covered their paper hats in waterproof duct tape, and disappeared one by one into a sideways sheet of rain. Kath locked the door behind them and settled in for another hour. She had a pathological need to work harder and longer than Patricia, whom she had trained so well over the summer that she’d been promoted right over Kath’s head. Tonight, she scrubbed crushed beetles engulfed in rancid beef tallow off the kitchen floor, employing her fingernail when steel wool gave up. She was never squeamish, and she saved the most interesting finds in a twenty-ounce pop cup, which she planned to store under the register and show to Patricia next shift. Patricia had no promotions to dole out, but Kath thought her diligence would prove to someone, somewhere, that she was worthy. No glory had come to her yet, but the belief that it was on its way kept her in a frog squat behind the counter, scraping the butt end of the grill brush against the gummy floor tiles under the prep table.

She ignored the impatient jostling at the front door at first. Kath tells me that yes, of course, she was aware of the suburban mythos surrounding the Oberbach homestead next door, set apart from the McDonald’s lot by only a foot-wide strip of brown switchgrass. In the summer of 1861, a seven-year-old pioneer girl named Alma, the youngest daughter of the original landowner Frederick Oberbach, had slipped on wet limestone playing mermaids with her cornhusk dolls at the creek’s edge and was swallowed into the waterwheel that powered her family’s grain refinery. A month later, the heartsick patriarch shut down the mill that had cinched him the American dream success that white squatters without too many vowels in their last names were able to net back then. He donated his homestead and the thousands of acres of hacksawed old-growth minacious forest behind it to the village, then moved back to Pomerania with his wife and six of his remaining seven children. Their oldest son stayed in the States. Legend has it, so did Alma.

By the time Kath was working next door, the homestead site had been converted to a living history museum staffed on weekends and holidays by Kath’s sexiest girl classmates, wearing linen mobcaps and calico dresses. They recited scripts about the what’s what of 1850s wheat threshing, long after Americans had lost their taste for dirty mill bread in favor of the good kind from a plastic bag. When the workday was over, generations of these pretend teen sawyers would hang their aprons on a hook in the original root cellar and settle into a McDonald’s booth, broadcasting rumors of the unexplainable occurrences in the farmhouse at night, particularly in little Alma’s bedroom—outfitted to look as it had in 1860 and protected behind a half sheet of plexiglass. They spoke of preternatural cooing, heavy breathing, and droplets of blood materializing on the floor next to Alma’s bed and trickling down the narrow stairwell, covered in reflective tape for visitor safety. Every winter, when the trees past the drive-thru went skinny and barren, Kath could see right into Alma’s window, shimmering in a faint, tragic vermilion.

My mother asks if she’s ever given me the impression that she’s the sort of person who would sit me down to tell a ghost story. No. That night, she initially thought the thumping was bad weather. I research under the counter while Kath talks, my right thumb generating heat against my phone’s tempered glass. In 1971, a Big Mac retailed for sixty-five cents. McDonald’s restaurants didn’t have drive-thrus until 1975, when a franchisee next to a military base in southern Arizona cut a hole in his exterior wall because personnel could not be seen off-duty in their uniforms and those growing boys were hungry. My phone dies.

I ask Kath about the drive-thru discrepancy.

“What am I being accused of?” she asks.

“Nothing, I’m just trying to get it right,” I say.

After 9/11, Kath’s McDonald’s was razed and reconstructed to resemble the Oberbach homestead. It got the deluxe treatment. Landscape architects installed a two-thirds-scale waterwheel modeled after the one that killed Alma next to the drive-thru, churning liquid a shade of teal found only in water traps on mini-golf courses.

“Fine. Allow me to amend my statement,” Kath says. “From the northernmost side window of the McDonald’s, where the ketchup and mustard station was, I had an unobstructed view of the homestead, which included the lit-up window of Alma Oberbach’s bedroom. Later, I found out the glow came from a STAIRS sign mounted above her doorframe, enforced by an anachronism-loving building inspector.”

“Alright. And had they invented McDonald’s breakfast yet?”

“What? It was 8:30 p.m.”

“Just curious.”

“Don’t ask questions that don’t matter,” she says. “And if you really feel you have to, please wait until I’m done talking.”

I want to remind Kath of advice she once gave me: Don’t give someone a gift and then resent the way they receive it. But fine. She can talk.



Kath raised her head above the counter when she heard two male voices, stalwart and stupid, joining in on the racket outside the door. They cheered when they saw her, but Kath wagged a pointer finger at them to indicate she had closed for the night. Brown grease had gathered under her unpainted nails. When they started pounding on the glass, no amount of far-away gesturing could stop them. Kath ducked under the counter and reemerged on the other side brandishing her grill brush like a billy club.

You wouldn’t get her to admit to this now that she is a woman CEO from the 1980s, and baby, you can’t get to the top if you allow yourself to be a subject of the injured male glare, but Kath feared men as a teenager. She knew that only bad news dudes hung out near forest preserves after dark, often serial killers looking for hollow trunks of slippery elm trees once they’d run out of usable crawl space at home. Kath would have hated for a homicidal eccentric to rape and kill her, or kill then rape her, but she found regular daytime guys—the boys’ track team, the Coca-Cola drivers who delivered the pop syrup refills, and glum suburban dads celebrating their sons’ fifth birthdays—just as menacing. All these guys used their long walks from the front door to the counter to size Kath up like a county fair squash blossom, and by the time they opened their mouths to order something lecherous like an ice cream cone, they’d already awarded her body and face a last-place ribbon in their minds when she’d never even asked to be born.

Gruffness kept it moving. Kath unlocked the door and held the brush horizontally in front of her. “You’ll have to leave. We’re closed,” she said.

“Please?” asked the guy closest to the crack in the door. He had a black beard that came to a crooked, frozen icicle tip and a duffel bag on his shoulder. His body shielded the guy next to him, taller and blonder, from Kath’s bad attitude. The bearded one’s friend dry-brushed past his buddy and ducked under Kath’s balustrade, smelling of rubbing alcohol and Banana Boat. He drifted into the booth nearest to the door and slid so low down the seat that all he needed was an airline blanket and a French sleeping pill.

“Three cheeseburgers,” he demanded.

“We’re closed,” she said again, pivoting to face him. The bearded one muscled past Kath and into the fluorescent restaurant like a moth wearing two puffer jackets.

“Wait until you’re invited in, Irv,” the bearded one said. He seemed to have better manners than this Irv guy, whose corduroy lapel he yanked upon, causing the contents of the duffel bag on his shoulder to clank. Irv managed to squirm out of the jacket, revealing a white-and-blue Fair Isle sweater underneath. Kath tried not to look too closely at his princely face, tilted up with tight geometry textbook angles of privilege.

“We’re already here, though,” he said. “Just a quick order of fries, hon.”

This logic seemed to make sense to the bearded one. He folded his friend’s jacket over the booth and set down his bag.

“We won’t be in your hair too long,” he said.

“The restaurant is closed,” Kath said.

“You’re open until 9 p.m., and it’s just past 8:30 now. My guy here requires a potato for sopping,” he said, patting his friend’s belly.

“Hands off the package,” Irv said, swatting him away. Kath couldn’t tell how old these men were, just that they were somewhere between twenty-five and sixty-five. (They were thirty-seven.) As both cracked their shit up, Kath reestablished her authority by striding to her cashier station behind the counter. Beard approached.

“Could you make an exception for my friend Irv, the visiting dignitary?” he asked her, taking a handful of napkins from the countertop dispenser and sticking them into his innermost parka.

“No. The wind knocked the grill out and the fryer’s been cleaned and shut down for the night,” she said. “I couldn’t get you fries for another half hour, even if I wanted to.”

“Tell her who we are!” Irv yelled from the booth.

“Did you know that Irv here is an Oberbach? An Oberbach Oberbach. Irving Oberbach.”

She recognized the last name. The only son of Frederick Oberbach to remain in the States after little Alma’s tragedy had diversified the family’s grain interests with smelting, welding, and prefabricated balloon-framing subsidiaries. By the 1920s, the Oberbach family wasn’t a proper political machine, but pulleys and jiggers dangled from their coattails. Plastered across steel fabrication plants and construction lanes, the Oberbach surname still announces itself in the western suburbs and then charts over to Lake Michigan’s dangling gonads, billows down to the malignant smokestacks of Gary, Indiana, and bows back up to the boy-swallowing dunes of New Buffalo.

Wealth had always intrigued Kath, though it didn’t change the fryer’s circumstance. She cheated her eyes to Irv’s face to see if it looked different now that she knew he was rich. His head had collapsed on the booth’s headrest, but he noticed Kath’s ogling and snapped his neck up to meet her gaze. She flinched, and his cheeks came to sweet little points under half-opened eyes, his lids a soft lilac under a triple layer of translucent eyelashes. His slicked-back hair was thinning around the temples, with a soft widow’s peak and one tendril hanging over his right eye that was greasy enough to glisten. He fingered a hole in the tufted yellow Naugahyde cushion and smiled. Straight top teeth. Kath looked away, embarrassed.

“Gotta get this fixed,” Irving said, smoothing over the chasm he’d widened. He kicked his feet up onto the seat of a molded plastic chair. He wore a tatty pair of boat shoes, a disingenuous choice of footwear for November in the Great Lakes. There’s plenty of finance guys who talk major game about their twin pair of Jet Skis with dual rooster tails, but Chicago has no real maritime culture from which an honest man would take style cues.

“We can wait a half hour, can’t we, Unc?” Irving asked his companion. “She said she could have it ready then.”

“I never said that.”

Irv smiled at her again. “You all alone in here on a night like this?”

“No,” Kath said.

“Don’t lie,” he said.

“I’m not. I’ve got no food, and nothing for you to take,” she said. “And I’ve already stuffed the cash wrap somewhere you’d never dream of.”

“Up your puss?” Irv asked.

This “Unc” character hit Irv on the side of the head. “Don’t talk like that, man.”

“Jesus, Uncle Jimmy, I was joking!” Irv said. Who was this man?

“It doesn’t matter. Look at her. She’s holding that brush like a truncheon.”

“No, I’m not,” Kath said. She dropped her club, picked it back up again, then set it on the counter. “Stop looking at me.”

“Irv, you terrified her. Say you’re sorry.”

“She was implying that we wanted to take her wad by force or by theft! And meanwhile all we’ve tried to do is fund her little lifestyle by having the gall to order food at the restaurant that employs her,” Irv said. He hoisted himself from the booth. “This girl’s implication that we’re gutter-brained scumbags is as insulting as anything I’ve heard in some time.”

“No, Irv, stay there. Don’t get up. Sit,” Uncle Jimmy told him. Irving headed to the counter anyway.

“Irving X. Oberbach of the Oberbach Oberbachs, a till looter?” Irv asked on approach. He attempted to coincide the landing of his hands on the linoleum with the end of his incredulous question, but Uncle Jimmy held him back with one arm at the counter.

“Cool it, guy,” he told Irv.

“I don’t need your squirreled-away money, honey, but I’m a paying customer, and I do need some food,” Irv said.

Uncle Jimmy squinted at Kath’s identification badge, which bore her full name, KATARINA. She slapped her grimy hand over its white block letters.

“Stop staring at my tits, sicko,” she told him.

“You wish he was staring at your tits!” Irving yelled.

“What in the hell is this?” Kath asked. “This isn’t normal for uncles or nephews.”

“I’m not really his uncle. It’s just a nickname,” Uncle Jimmy said. “Look, Katarina, this isn’t going the way we’d intended. Irv’s blood sugar is low, and this area is named for his family. None of us are getting any younger, so you could forgive his nostalgia. And to be frank, we’ve both been drinking.”

“I’m gonna point you both to a tavern across—”

“What’s all that?” Irv interrupted, gesturing with his chin to a dull metal gift box on the prep table next to the apple pie warmer, which hadn’t worked in months. It was a commercial bun toaster, the kind where you feed a piece of bread onto a conveyor belt tongue, and it spits out a perfect piece of toast thirty seconds later. She’d left the machine on and allowed the segments of three sliced burger buns to pile up like a rock mandala awaiting mayonnaise on the metal holding plate. The toaster was twenty-eight pounds, crumby, and cumbersome to clean each night, so it was usually the last thing she did before locking up.

“Those are mine,” Kath said.

“Oh, they’re yours?” Irv asked, maybe attempting mock deference. It sounded a bit British. “Would you permit me but one salt packet, madame? Or a humble chance to spread my starving mouth wide below the ketchup dispenser if I promised to lick your cunt beforehand and give that plain face something to smile about?”

It was disgusting enough to stun Kath into silence while the men bickered, though she couldn’t deny the unfamiliar thrill of a man alluding to her vagina.

“Go wait in the truck,” Uncle Jimmy said.

“She said the buns were hers, Jimmy!”

“They are.”

“You see that farmhouse? And that waterwheel? Those three trees? Those are mine,” Irv continued, counting each of his grandfather’s accomplishments on his fingers until he had a fistful then pantomimed jerking it off. Pump, pump, splooge.

“Irv!”

“I’m kidding! One bun, and I’ll be on my little way,” Irv said.

Kath couldn’t stop Irv’s momentum as he made for the buns; she could only attempt to shield the corporate hardware as he cast his top half onto the counter and stretched the pads of his left fingertips over a two-foot gap to tickle the edge of the receptacle tray on the table behind her. Uncle Jimmy was moved to action, cinching Irv’s waist from behind like a plus-one hanging off the back of an enormous hog on the highway. The men were motionless for a moment, bent at the waist together over the worktop, until Irv wriggled loose from the heavyweight disappointment of a friend who just wanted better for him. He tried to swing both legs over the counter, but he wasn’t quite in the shape to do it, and he banged his left knee hard. Trapped between surfaces, Kath crouched below Irv as he spanned his torso between the counter and the table. A pill bottle almost fell from his sweatpants pocket, but he lifted one arm to shove it back into the fleece’s recesses.

Now Irv’s floating suspension bridge lacked structural integrity, and he needed a hand to clasp or a rope to tug. His fingers found a length of power cord at the side of the toaster, and he yanked. The apparatus lurched to the edge of the table and for a moment, stayed there. A child of the Cold War, Kath defaulted into a duck-and-cover formation on her knees. The toaster pulled at its plug, walloped her left shoulder blade, and bounced to the floor. Irv’s rickety body bridge toppled before she could escape. As gravity, too, trapped Uncle Jimmy, the pickle atop their stack, she inserted her left hand into the open slot of the commercial toaster while trying to crawl away.

Her fingertips sizzled. Pinned beneath the weight of metal and men, Kath could only whisper.

“Help me,” she said. “Please, help me.”

Nobody heard her. She lay there limp as shredded lettuce as her left hand browned. Irving was calling Jimmy a stupid bitch and Jimmy was calling Irving a real tough-lookin’ guy, both unaware that Kath’s knuckles, fingerprints, and all the lifelines on her palm were charbroiling far beyond well-done. She tumbled into a creamy white outer space, a hereafter populated by people who were alive but far from her grasp, her parents freshly tan-lined from their motel pool, and her best friend Marcy and Marcy’s boyfriend, Dickie, and these two McDonald’s guys, too. In this gauzy new realm, Kath sat at the head of the table in a windowless dining room deep in the paunch of a listing ship. She felt breezy and sumptuous in a mint-green bathrobe rather than her brown polyester McDonald’s uniform, but she sat too far away from anyone to understand what they were talking about.

A heave under her armpits, forceful and sexy, tugged Kath back. When she opened her eyes, both men were hovering over her. She looked around. Her grill brush baton hung from its hook, and the toaster was back in its spot as if nothing had happened, though its side was dented. A neatly folded paper bag, just big enough for three plain burger buns, sat beside it. She had been lifted onto the counter for triage.

“I never meant to hurt a girl,” Irving said from her left side. He held her wrist to stabilize her left hand in a cup of cold water. “I’m fucked up and I messed up.”

Uncle Jimmy was on Kath’s right on the other side of the counter, now wearing just one parka, kneading a bag of frozen french fries between his bare hands. He must have found his way into the walk-in.

“Katarina, you here with me, girl?” Jimmy asked. “In a moment, I’m going to ask Irv to remove your hand from that cup, and I’ll pat it dry with some napkins and wrap these frozen potatoes around it. I’ve gotta ask you to not look at what I’m up to over here, okay? Looking won’t make anything better. Curiosity has killed its last cat.”

“Okay,” she said.

“I didn’t mean it,” Irv insisted, and removed her hand from the water.

Uncle Jimmy narrated each step as Kath squinched her eyelids shut: While she was nappin’ it out, he had separated all the potatoes inside from one another, which made this a super-advanced type of ice pack. He was taking some of this here duct tape from behind the counter and was triple looping the tape around the potatoes. Now he was inspecting his handiwork. Pretty good.

“That’ll hold it,” Jimmy said, then stood back and told Kath she could look now. She held up her hand. It weighed six pounds.

Irv scurried under the counter to Jimmy’s side and remarked on how well her hand already seemed to be healing. “Can you forgive me for my accident, Katarina?” he asked. “Really, I promise I’m a gentleman. I love women. I loved my mother. Seeing people like you here in the workforce is moving.”

He seemed different from when he’d walked in. He had been sobered by circumstance, though not by any other metric. He looked contrite, pupils big, nose dripping. He was begging for her forgiveness. She liked it.

“It’s Kath,” she said.

Irving shot a confused look at Uncle Jimmy, who shrugged his shoulders. Irving reached for his wallet, a billfold decorated with needlepoint regatta flags. He fished through some sawbucks, then flashed a corny smile at her.

“Is fifty enough?” he asked.

Now Kath was confused.

“Sixty bucks is all I have,” Irv said. He patted at his pockets, looking for loot to hand over when he remembered the orange bottle of pills in his sweatpants. He held it up to his ear and rattled it. “How about sixty cash and twenty or so ’ludes?”

She nodded. He shoved the money and the plastic tube into the pocket of her work pants.

“She said Kath, not cash,” Jimmy told him.

“Like short for Katherine,” Kath said. “But it’s short for Katarina. Family name.”

“Elegant name,” he said. “My mother’s name.”

“Katarina or Katherine?”

“Yes, exactly,” Irv said. “You gonna take one of those?”

Pain was starting to dawn on her.

“What are they?” Kath asked.

“I don’t know. Let me see that bottle real quick,” Irv said. He fished around in her trousers and popped the cap off the container (no need for childproofing in the seventies) and held one of its pills up to the light. “Okay, yeah, these are 150s, so you can take three.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah, of course. I’ll do it, too. So will Jimmy.”

“I’m alright,” Jimmy said.

Irv handed Kath the same cup of water in which her hand had been soaking moments before. When she brought the rim to her lips, she wondered if it was the same one she’d been using to collect specimens for Patricia. Behind the counter, she saw that the wad of hair and scat she’d been accruing was back on the floor. And still, she swallowed.

“Okay, so she likes to party,” Irv said, shaking his hips. “Kath, wait, Kath. Kath, Kath, Kath. Do you party?”

“Yeah, I party,” Kath said. Rock on! Yeah, right.

“Then you’ve got to come to the lighthouse tomorrow. I’m having a thingy.”

“Is that a bar?” she asked.

“That’s cute. Did you hear that, Unc?” Irv asked. “Say it again for Uncle Jimmy.”

“Okay. Is that a bar?”

Both guys laughed.

“You know, we’re above-the-board guys. I’ll prove to you I’m a good person, you’ll see. Jimmy is even better. A war hero and a volunteer uncle. My bellwether and my first matey,” Irving said. “He’ll pick you up at nine if you can get yourself to the harbor.”

“Sure thing, I will,” Uncle Jimmy said. Anticipating his friend’s needs, Jimmy handed Irv a grease pencil from his back pocket. On a napkin, Irv wrote a note and shoved it into Kath’s good palm.

IRVING OBERBACH, RED AND WHITE STRIPED LIGHTHOUSE, it said.

“This is my name and address,” Irv told her. She thanked him and put it into the pocket of her work pants next to the cash and pills. “See you then.”

She nodded.

“Well,” Irving said, yawning, ready to move on to the next part of his evening. Kath got the hint. She said she was fine, and they could go. It was already 9:40.

By 9:43, Uncle Jimmy’s rusted brown truck was skidding across the parking lot pavement at forty-five miles per hour. The storm had calmed. The men hadn’t offered her a ride home, but Kath couldn’t marshal any irritability. Even through the throbbing torment of a mottled hand, a pleasant type of heat had been surging through her ever since she came to on a countertop. The unplaceable sensation was akin to the feeling that usually carried her through life, where she felt she was owed something better than what she had, but more buoyant. She wondered if this was optimism, which she’d read about in magazines. It was drugs. Authorities would later determine Uncle Jimmy’s pill supply was chockablock with methaqualone, sold under the brand name Quaalude, and its depressive cousin meprobamate, or Miltown, a Schedule IV pre-benzo pulled from the American pharmaceutical market after its alleged contribution to the snuffing out of an otherwise unassailable Hollywood action star. Coke, barbiturates, and mescaline, too.

Kath didn’t remember turning off the lights or relocking the door, but she did remember to slather her bag of buns with mayonnaise and take them home for dinner. Then she was on island time. She moseyed the mile home for a full hour like it was a walk on the beach, following a path lit only by the votive candle glow of dying liquor store marquees and blinking DON’T WALK signs, stopping frequently to marvel at the wonderscape around her. Fallen trees in Kath’s sight line had reverted her suburban landscape into a lush and uncultivated world. Soon, she’d trade this terra firma for the realm of the sea at Irv’s offshore party, where bartenders would pour Olde English and Coco López into fresh, cored pineapples behind the repurposed prow of a pinewood cruiser and a harpist would pluck the yearning right out of simple sailors’ shanties.

I am rapt in my mother’s story, lost in young Kath’s giddy muddle of jejune fixation. I haven’t had a crush in a long time, and it’s like remembering Pop-Tarts exist. If Kath was anything like me at seventeen, I imagine her replaying the night’s dialogue back to herself, taking on all three speaking roles, until she’d buffed each line into something more lustrous than what was actually spoken. I like what this adventure bodes for young Kath. Then I am reminded that my mother is telling me a story about a dead body, not one about a high schooler who has a rocking-ass time at a boy-girl party.

I’ve got questions, but I let her keep talking.



3.

As Kath approached home from the back alleyway, the kitchen was lit up like a lodestar. Overhead lighting in a house full of women only meant one thing: that Ron, a recent but unrelenting fixture in the Mounsey household, was still there long after his nursing shift had ended. Kath stood on the stoop at the back door and saw that he was indeed colluding at the kitchen table with her great-aunt Sarah. The rain had ceased, but the wind’s chatter was too loud for Kath to hear exactly what they were talking about inside. No matter. Ron’s body language was loud. He was resting his elbows on the table and cradling his chin in his hands, posed like Shirley Temple without ringlets or commercial appeal. Ron was a show-off in his mid-forties with auburn hair that tapered to a point at the base of his skull, an arrow already pointing toward the grave. He blinked hard and slow, as if the details of what Sarah shared affected him so deeply that he needed an extra moment alone with his god every few seconds. Then suddenly, he rested his hand on hers. A trembler already, Sarah startled, and the framed newspaper clippings on the wall jumped in their frames. Was she crying? No. Wet laughter breached her lips, revealing two rows of mother-of-pearl oyster teeth embedded in lead-blue gums.

Kath could occasionally draw a smile from Sarah, but the older woman never laughed aloud at any of her jokes, not even the good ones, and certainly not in the gape-mawed manner she put on for Ron. As Kath surveyed this repellent heart-to-heart through foggy glass, she swore she wasn’t jealous. It’s just that she found Ron perverse without the unctuousness most working perverts possess. Though Kath had fallen deep into the padded hole of prescription downers earlier that night, she could still claw toward concern about the amount of time Ron spent with her great-aunt. She felt guilt for suggesting that Sarah hire a home health nurse to help with Fanny in the first place.

Kath had moved in with Fanny and Sarah in August of last year, impelled by a sea change that she says she doesn’t have time to get into right now beyond broad strokes (insane mother, pink sand beaches). Kath didn’t know them before she moved in, but her mother Katarina 1 spoke of the Unsinkable Mounseys as if they were fabulously wealthy and regionally famous as she deposited her daughter on the front porch with a television set in a trash bag before peeling out to the Dixie Highway.

Almost immediately after moving in, Kath began to worry about her caregivers’ quality of life. These women rarely rose from their side-by-side twin beds in the bedroom atop the stairs, originally envisioned as a nursery, and they ate dinner only when Kath brought home plain hamburger buns slathered in mayonnaise from McDonald’s. Sarah was flimsy and brittle, slow-moving and misunderstood by outsiders. Her accent was mid-Atlantic like a Sharpie-browed talkie siren’s, but her manner of speaking was dimpled and pitted ever since her damnation by the sea fifty-six years earlier. Her voice quivered. She’d earned it. Nerve damage.

Fanny, older than Sarah and a touch brawnier, had long suffered from an obtrusive vocal tic picked up during her year lost beyond the headlands. To the constant rhythm of the tides, Fanny let out a low, moaning dirge. Sarah refused to take Fanny to a doctor, as she had endured enough medical intervention at the almshouse. Sarah denied that either of them presented any physical symptoms of illness, save for their heads of icy gray-green hair, which had been russet blond and oily before their ocean episodes. Early on, while showing Kath the bedroom next to theirs, Sarah explained that just as she waylaid her own traumatic neuroses from the shipwrecks through rhyming metaphor and similes, Fanny’s moaning was her art. If you scratched her scalp just right or paid a toll by placing a light-catching object into her extended palm, Fanny could channel her moans into a streamlined mother tongue that, according to Sarah, obeyed discrete rules of grammar and syntax.

Six months in, Kath’s proficiency in Fanny’s lingua franca had improved to about a first-grade level, further than most people got, but there was still much that neither she nor Sarah could comprehend. Did Fanny want a book? Applesauce? Kath worried that Sarah couldn’t see her mother’s dire need for assistance, as her line of vision was obscured by antique sideboards and piles of memorabilia. She mustered the fortissimo to approach Sarah about hiring help at home for while she was otherwise occupied at her McDonald’s job. Sarah initially defended herself against Kath’s insinuations about Fanny’s care with the indirect self-aggrandizement she’d always discharged on captive audiences. As a girl of just twenty-four, Sarah had waded neck-deep into the swampland of sole providership for her mother, and she’d done her utmost to keep both of their heads above water. Fanny had fared well, Sarah thought; she would see her one-hundred-and-third birthday this year, the world’s oldest and comeliest shipwreck survivor. Kath had been prepared for this response and showed her a classified ad she’d found in the Tribune for Ronald Blevens, a private nurse currently unaffiliated with any agency or medical center, available and ready to work as a gerontological aide. Plays piano. Client must provide piano. Willing to do light admin. Sarah did like the sound of that. She had so many pieces of paper.

On Ron’s trial day, he slithered up to Fanny’s bedside all lizard-like in imitation leather loafers that cracked into webs at each toe knuckle and took one look at his charge before announcing he could fix her. Then he told Sarah that he couldn’t help but notice the newspaper clippings and vaudeville trade cards wheat-pasted onto the walls of every room. He was a zealous student of local history, and he’d seen the Unsinkable Mounseys perform on a shambly stage at the Wisconsin Dells Maritime Museum when he was a boy. Sarah was flattered. She asked if his background included experience with estate archives. Why yes, it did. He did ledger shelving, diary sorting, personal custodianship of wills, debt recouping, but he didn’t do windows, ha ha ha, which Kath explains is a joke about women from the 1970s. Ron was formally hired at the kitchen table, above which Sarah had hung the photo of her covering Fanny’s face with the beaver stole on the day they got home from Liverpool. Ron told Sarah that the beautiful lady in the photo hadn’t aged a day, but he didn’t specify which one.

He hadn’t fixed Fanny yet, but to his credit, Ron’s presence had improved Sarah’s health. She rose from her twin bed before noon now to Dutch-braid her hair, dress in one of Fanny’s hand-me-downs, and stay upright all the way to dinnertime. Kath was still never convinced that Ron was a real nurse. He wore a white doctor’s jacket that held crease lines from the children’s science kit she imagined it came from, and he seemed to fear his ward, Fanny. Ron administered the vitamin slurries he brought from home a full arm and wooden spatula’s distance away from Fanny’s mouth and acted prudish about seeing her body when he took her to the toilet or bathed her limbs with a damp towel.

The half-life of Uncle Jimmy’s pill had yet to initiate its decay, and Kath had been leaning against the doorframe, impervious to merciless cold or scalding pain for as long as it takes to plow through seven paragraphs of backstory. She was adrift in a visualization of a reptile fucking an ice cube when she finally noticed Sarah beckoning her into the kitchen from the warm side of the window. Like a wind-up toy soldier without any hustle left in her, Kath took a moment to wind back up before entering the house. She didn’t close the door behind her.

“Hello, young dear,” Sarah said, the dawdling shiver in her voice implied from here onward because I’ve never had an ear for impressions.

“Only two hours late,” Ron said. A pair of cheaters and a golf pencil rested on a legal pad in front of him, its lines of handwriting spilling into graphite marginalia. This scratch pad of Sarah’s stories had been the extent of his archival work so far. Kath had seen his notes, heavy gold bars of cryptic phrases written in gray capital letters: MOLLY BROWN SUNBATHING ON STATE ROOM BALCONY W/ SKIRT HOISTED TO RED PUBIC MOUND; RANDOLPH STREET HOOVERVILLE WAS POTEMKIN VILLAGE; ASPIRIN OVERDOSE CAUSED MOST 1918 FLU DEATHS; SÉANCE ADDICT CALVIN COOLIDGE SABOTAGED HOUDINI’S ANTI-PSYCHIC LOBBYING

Kath dropped the bag of mayonnaise buns on the table in front of Sarah and went to hang her stuffed, quilted pullover anorak on a mahogany coat stand between the stove and back door.

“You on the clock yourself, guy?” Kath asked Ron.

She looked at an imaginary wristwatch two inches above the frozen protuberance of her hand before removing her jacket, which is when she discovered that she was stuck inside it. Jimmy’s triple-tight tape job was impenetrable, and the long walk home had fused the french fry bag to her hand, creating a jumbo appendage that was too girthy to fit through the armhole of her nylon sleeve. She pulled her arms back through the sleeves and tugged the rest of the jacket back over her head, but lost herself somewhere in the pilly lining. I know young Kath was lit to the hilt because she looked at her ensnarement as an interesting puzzle to solve, whereas her sober mind would view it as an opportunity to write a strongly worded letter to the jacket factory demanding recompense.

“Gonna shut that, Katarina?” Ron asked, using her given name because Sarah did.

“Huh?” Kath asked from inside the coat. A layer of synthetic down covered her ears.

“Huh?” he echoed, mocking her. “The door. Your great-aunt Sarah’s over here quaking because she’s so cold, and you’re letting all the heat out.”

Success! Kath found the neck hole again and poked her head out. Sarah looked the same as she’d left her, though she’d tucked her braids into her detachable lace collar to prepare for her meal. She was smiling into an unwrapped mayonnaise bun.

“She’s fine,” Kath said.

“All’s well if you’ve remembered the Sweet’N Low,” Sarah said.

With her good hand, Kath rooted around in her pants pocket, bypassing Irv’s silky napkin invitation and the bottle of pills in favor of two sweetener packets. She ripped them open with her teeth, and Sarah clapped. She had traversed the wettest trenches of ocean water and witnessed phenomena beyond the testament of Protestant Jesus, but Kath rousing sugarless sugar from her dungarees still floored her. Sarah twisted the bun’s twin spheres apart and laid them face up on the paper wrapping, then stayed patient as Kath sprinkled both envelopes of powder onto the bottom bun. Kath worked hard to earn her keep in her great-aunt’s house.

“Remarkable,” Sarah said. She ripped the wax paper in half and rewrapped her sweetened bun so she wouldn’t be tempted to eat dessert before the main course.

“What happened to your hand?” Ron asked.

“I burnt it,” Kath said.

“Were you playing with matches?”

“Don’t you have a roommate you met on a telephone pole to get back to?”

“I live alone and answer to no one,” Ron said.

“If you’ve been burnt, run the cold tap over it, and then apply a thin coat of cooking grease to the affected area,” Sarah cut in.

Kath did as she was told. She shoved her ice-packed hand under the faucet, and the bag of potatoes frizzled and contracted with the temperature change, producing a trace of feeling on her numb hand. As a cool, white mist spouted from her hand after she pulled it from the basin, the tape didn’t give even a centimeter.

“What did occur, Katarina?” Sarah asked.

Kath hadn’t thought about how to frame the toaster story yet. She wanted Sarah to know about it, because sympathy from her was hard-won and life-affirming. She was a professional victim. Poetry was just her hobby. But the story’s primary antagonist was a hot guy, and some of the details were fairly crude to recount to an old lady and her lackey. She decided to tell the story just as Sarah would. Sit and stay. Go long about the weather.

“Well, tonight, as a violent rainstorm tore through town, toppling trees and robbing the golden arches of their power source, I heard a rapping at the restaurant door. When I answered the call, I encountered three jackets on two men.”

“This is a pretty theatrical setup for a story that takes place in a McDonald’s, sister,” Ron said, taking a short break from lapping the mayonnaise off the bun that Kath had brought home for herself. His nattering ruined everything. Kath expelled one long sigh.

“I was going to tell you everything in due time, but I’ll cut to the chase because of your impatience,” she shot back. “One torment led to the next, and in the end, a massive piece of industrial machinery scorched my left hand as I found myself on the ground.”

Sarah was eating now, too. Thoughtfully, she swallowed, then pumped her cheeks to gather saliva to speak again. “Industrial machinery, you said?”

“Red-hot,” Kath said.

“I knew a bride who lost life and limb to similar circumstances,” Sarah said. “An unplanned detonation at the Quad Cities Arsenal dismembered the girl to the tune of thirty pieces.”

“Oh, this’ll be good,” Ron said. He put his glasses on and picked up his tiny pencil. “I’ve been telling Sarah that she really ought to get back onto the stage with her road dog tales. The shipwrecks are primo stuff, but she interfaced with so many freaks on the circuit.”

Sarah turned the color of a Sweet’N Low packet. “Such nonsense you speak, Ronald,” she said. “Ms. Fanny, our It Girl, is not suited for the stage at this time, and the vice squad may come for anyone who’d spend their money to see an old woman like me in a sparkling sailor suit.”

She was probably looking for Ron to refute what she said, but he agreed.

“You’re right. First thing we’d have to do is lengthen the skirt. And we could figure out an alternative for Fanny.”

“Like a stunt double,” Kath said.

“Could work,” Ron said. “In fact, I may know a terrific aging actress who’d be suitable for the role. But she’s got a price tag.”

Sarah cut through the chatter to restart her story, though Kath hadn’t finished hers. The conversation had blazed past Kath’s own burnt hand, and she knew it wouldn’t be returning.

“Really, I should say that I was acquainted with the husband of the exploded brideling. He was a widow in half mourning when I was introduced to him at the Elks Club in Sturgeon Bay in the spring of ’19. His name was Elias or Herb.”

“Those names don’t sound alike,” Kath said.

“They’re of an era,” Ron said. “Let her talk.”

“The fellow whispered words of spun honey into my ear as he led me around the dance hall. I asked this Casanova if he had practiced those lines on a previous sweetheart, and he told me that yes, he had often used such slick language to earn the affections of his late little wifey, a bit of a cold fish, who had operated a switchboard in wartime and stayed on after armistice to indulge her craven worship of idle gossip.”

“Mamma mia,” Kath said.

“That’s women for you,” Ron said, to which Sarah nodded.

“Their arrangement was platonic. He never loved her in a way he felt honored the sacred vow he’d taken on their wedding day,” she explained. “Her left hand was found, wedding ring intact, one mile from the incident.”

“What in the hell?” Kath asked.

“Where’d they find the rest of her?” Ron asked.

“Strewn across the river islands bridging the border between Illinois and Iowa,” Sarah said. “I found his situation trenchant. To return from the Battle of the Somme intact only to collect the shards of a darling detonated in peacetime. He asked if I was committed to anyone. I told him I’d married the sea a long while back.”

“Such a senseless loss of life,” Ron said. The nurse’s chief professional passion, besides yapping with Sarah, was the ground war in Southeast Asia, from which farsightedness had excluded his participation.

“On a return visit to the Club for a performance some years later,” she continued, “a barmanning associate of his sought me out to inform me that the fellow held his head inside the gas oven in his kitchen while on the line with a telephone operator. And I am certain now his name was Elias.”

As the three of them sat at the table in reverent silence, Kath wondered if she was the only one who heard the dame’s laments trundling down the staircase.

“Did you get any dinner in her?” Kath asked, rising and grabbing the bag, which had one bun left.

“You were late with sustenance,” Ron said, as he finished his own bun.

“Isn’t this your job?”

“I’m off the clock at six,” he told her.



Fanny was biding her time in the twin bed closest to the door to the hallway, stage ready. She was sitting upright to extend the life of her weedy updo, and she’d draped the family beaver over the bodice of a periwinkle lace-up peignoir, with a gray army blanket covering her bottom half.

This arrangement, with Fanny’s bed on one side of the nightstand and Sarah’s on the other, wasn’t supposed to be permanent. Sarah had chaperoned her father’s hand into buying the house in the aftermath of the Empress sinking, when Fanny was still dead and Sarah still a newlywed. Then Fanny made a big splash coming back to life and Frank plummeted to the ocean floor with a dull thud, and Sarah overhauled her idea of a family home.

When Sarah and Fanny were fresh widows, shaky and anguished from their Liverpool era, sleeping in the same bedroom while reacclimating made sense. But all these years later, growing gray-green as the original nursery rhyme wallpaper faded to a porky pink, neither woman could remember where else they’d planned to go. There was no room. Throughout their years touring, they purchased exotic treasures from across the Midwest and parceled them back to their three-bedroom home. Billo’s suite had gone untouched since Sarah had filled it with spring-loaded gymnasium equipment in the early 1920s after learning about chiropractic techniques from the dark siders who hung around the metaphysical fringes of the medicine show scene in Davenport, Iowa. Kath slept in the smallest boudoir, briefly Sarah and her husband Frank’s, atop a Federal-style four-poster bed in a boudoir otherwise stuffed with Fanny’s negligees.

Kath waded from the door to the folding card table set up on the near side of Fanny’s bed. It held a pile of dirty paper napkins and a miniature replica of the Unsinkable wagon they toured in during the zenith of their career, commissioned from the back of a mail-order magazine so that Fanny’s pet flea circus performers could have a comfortable place to rest and recharge on tour. The bugs lived for eight days and died half a century ago. They drowned in their one-to-twelve-scale Turkish plunge bath, and she blamed herself because she hadn’t thought to teach them to swim. Tormented by guilt, Fanny never again cared for another living thing, which I understand because I cannot charge my phone to full battery to save my life. Fanny’s catalogs had been taken away from her, back when self-care was still considered oniomania, so now she used the tiny carriage with the working door to store her prized acquisitions: buttons, thimbles, teeth, doll eyes, a tin of bouillon, and glass beads. Here and there, Kath added what she could, maybe a few screws she’d found loose next to the toilet in the school bathroom she and Marcy hung out in. Fanny liked any item that clacked, shook, clamped, or shone.

“I gotcha something,” Kath said to Fanny.

“F’f’f mmm mmm mmm f’f’f,” Fanny said.

“Right on the money, honey. It’s a Fabergé egg. Total rip-off,” Kath said.

Fanny repeated herself. Her most distinctive moaning sequence was a pattern of three audible air pushes through the gap between her toothless upper gum and bottom lip, followed by three hummed nose exhales, and then three more pushes, repeated like a Prayer of the Pilgrim until she fell asleep and emitted a nocturnal groan every few minutes.

On the edge of the bed, Kath wiped Fanny’s mouth with one of the beaver’s split-nail paws. “Why are you so gluey today?” she asked. “Has Ron been up here to check in on you since I left?”

“Mmm’f mmm’mmm’mmm,” her great-grandmother said.

“He’s been downstairs all night? Do you think he’s shit-talking us?”

Fanny nodded. Ron sure hated their asses. Ron was one of the only men on earth who wasn’t taken by Fanny’s comeliness, even at age one hundred and two.

“The poor guy needs a hobby,” Kath said, subbing out the beaver claw for a thumb to wipe the crust off Fanny’s chin. “I feel sorry for him, actually.”

Fanny clocked the glint of duct tape on Kath’s hand and pulled it closer to the lamp for an inspection. Whereas a rare handshake from Sarah could feel like a bag of butter knives left outside in February, Fanny’s touch hovered closer to an average basal body temp. She smelled warmer, too, like the stink-so-good of matted towel. Fanny didn’t ask what had happened, but Kath filled her in without needing to embellish like she had downstairs. She trusted Fanny for the same reason her audiences used to love her, for the economy of her discreet wisdom.

“These guys came in tonight, half-juiced, and one leapt over the counter and knocked over the toaster and I scorched my hand inside of it. There were buns falling to the ground, and blood and fat all over the floor tiles.”

Fanny, a gifted prop comic after so many years in the game, let a half-chewed piece of bread fall from her mouth in disgust.

“Don’t worry, man. I Lysoled yours,” Kath said, joking. “The guys kept me late, and the burn hurt, but I let it go because they invited me to a party at a lighthouse, but the main thing is that someone’s uncle wrapped a pack of frozen french fries around my hand to numb the pain, and now it’s a part of me so I can’t get my coat off.”

Fanny inspected Uncle Jimmy’s triple-looped duct tape art. She was a knot master, and Kath could tell even she was impressed with Uncle Jimmy’s tape job. She made pincers of her fingers and picked at the tacky edge of the wrapping, gummed at it, and spit on it, but the adhesive was too strong.

She rummaged through her treasure box until she secured a tin of a mysterious substance marked as CUTIGIENE TOILET CREAM and a gold toothpick that looked like a small pearl-handled saber. When she dabbed some of the grease around the base of Kath’s hand and pointed to Sarah’s side of the room, Kath turned her head to look. It was a fake-out. Without warning, Fanny wrapped her little mitt around the top of the thawing potato bag and, aided by toilet cream, pulled until Kath’s hand was free.

Still numb from the pill, Kath felt no pain until she turned her head back and saw the state of her hand. A hedge maze had been etched around the flesh, which had ballooned into a stiff, orange blister wrapping around her entire hand. Fanny poked the gilded toothpick through the tight skin of the sac and with a hiss, a spate of clear nectar poured from it. Fanny may have anticipated the rush of water from the cavity, but she still recoiled. She was neutral on guts but despised liquid. She moaned.

“Think about how I feel!” Kath said.

Fanny took a small bite of bun to recover, then helped Kath take off her jacket now that the obstacle to removal had been cleared. Kath freed her right arm and neck by herself, but Fanny had to stretch the left armhole wide so that Kath could shimmy her hand out without scraping her tender skin against the elastic cuff. Fanny held open her palm when Kath was unbound. She wanted to be paid for her effort.

“I don’t have anything else to give you,” Kath said, but Fanny wanted to be paid for her effort. She fished through her pants pocket with her unharmed hand. She brushed past Irv’s napkin, looking for a penny or a fingernail. All that was left was the orange pill bottle, which she put in Fanny’s hand. She might like rattling it.

“Does this look interesting to you?” Kath asked.

Fanny beheld the bottle in the lamplight, her gray eyes girlish and wide. Kath had to admit the plastic #5 bottle did possess a certain amber foxiness. With one fast hand, the older woman unscrewed the top and shook a few into her mouth, then gulped. At first Kath thought she was doing a sight gag, but when she looked inside Fanny’s oral cavity, the pills were gone. She’d swallowed them.

“Fanny, I don’t want to have to ask Ron to pump your stomach because you know he couldn’t handle it. I don’t even know what those pills were called,” Kath said.

“Mmm’mmm’f’mmm f’f’f f’mmm’f’f,” Fanny said with a salute.

Kath tried to snatch the bottle back, but Fanny stuffed it under her pillow and used all the strength of her neck to keep it there.

“Oh my god, Fanny,” Kath said, feeling a slight comedown. She didn’t have the energy to activate her elder’s gag reflex right now, but she was still too mellowed to totally freak out. “I need you to make a pact with me. If Sarah or anyone finds out that you’re on drugs, just tell them Ron gave them to you. Actually, if anyone asks you anything at all, tell them it’s Ron’s fault.”

Fanny saluted her, which was better than a pinky swear, considering Kath’s delicate condition.

“And let me have one or two of those, at least,” Kath said. A few hours had passed since her first dose, and she was just now starting to feel the burn.



4.

It’s 11:58 p.m. when Kath calls it a night. There have only been two other times since my return home when Kath has elected to speak to me for this long. Both times, I’d approached her entrepreneur-to-entrepreneur, with business ideas I thought she might be interested in financing. One was an aerosol dry shampoo for teeth. The other was an all-Worcestershire sauce e-cookbook. She impressed upon me lessons learned from salad crisping and marine habitat destruction, then she passed on both ideas.

“So she ODed?” I ask before she gets up.

“What? Who?”

“Fanny.”

“Of course not. Fanny slept well, better than any time Ron tried to help. Maybe even better than when she was hooked on Atlas Finnegan’s Soothe-Sayer Liniment Oil.”

“What’s that?”

“Heroin and paint thinner, basically. She was their top salesperson. You know that. I’ve told you.”

“Fanny was a drug dealer?”

“Everyone was back then,” Kath says, rushing past this disclosure. “But get this: When Fanny woke up the next morning, she’d stopped moaning for the first time in years, and Ron took all the credit the next day for shutting her up.”

“Did you lord over him for being the home’s one true healer?”

“No way. I’d made a pact with Fanny, so I didn’t say anything. But Ron and Sarah started making big plans now that Fanny was up and running again.”

Kath says that they set Fanny in front of the television, where she nodded off, and Sarah started writing checks. By that afternoon, Ron had thrown his local heft around to book the high school auditorium for the evening of December 4, Fanny’s birthday. He was calling it, clumsily I think, The Unsinkable Mounseys Present: The Diamond Centenary. Fanny was turning one hundred and three, but to save a few syllables for the emcee, a role he cast himself in, he decided she’d be turning a nice even one hundred.

“But one hundred and three is more impressive of an age,” I say.

“You don’t have to tell me that,” Kath says. “Anyway, Fanny ran out of the rest of the pills that made her quiet within forty-eight hours and started right up again. He had to hire an understudy. Sort of hilarious.” She yawns and starts gathering her items, including the swab kits that the cop had given us, to take them to the bedroom for the night.

“Wait! That’s it?” I ask.

“What do you mean?”

“You toasted your hand and gave your great-grandmother an opioid and that’s why the National Guard found a body in Oberbach Creek fifty years later?”

“It wasn’t an opioid. It was a sedative-hypnotic. It depresses the central nervous system,” she says. “I’m going to sleep.”

She opens the dishwasher to deposit her dirty wine glass, a lazy-person move she’d murder me for employing.

“Can I at least ask you one question?”

“Fine.”

The easy one is Did you kill someone? but concision has never been a skill of mine. I take a big breath, which seems to stoke the candle burn in my lungs. I wince. I wish Kath could try to feel my pain.

“What were Irv and Uncle Jimmy doing in the forest preserve in the middle of a storm so ferocious that a downed tree cut off highway access and, speaking of, was white man with a duffel bag already synonymous with mass shooter in 1971, and incidentally, how come nobody told you that you’re not supposed to ice a burn or run it under cold water, and in conclusion, do you want me to guess who died? I have a good idea.”

I tack on the last part because Kath and I both have a tendency to shout out the ending of the episodes of TV we are watching or books we used to read. Really, all you have to do to get ahead of a plot twist is pay attention for the first ten minutes or ten pages.

“I never agreed to a multiparter,” she says. “But if you rephrase your question, I will consider elaborating.”

“Fine,” I say. “Whose body is it?”

“Do you listen? Don’t make me say it again, Claire. I’ve already told you that we’ll talk about the decedent later. I’m going to sleep; don’t smoke dope on the patio. The neighbors have complained, and I’m not all that interested in defending your good name right now.”

“Dope isn’t even what they call it anymore,” I say. “I learned that from the D.A.R.E. officer you hired to come over and scare me straight this afternoon.”

“I would never do that,” Kath says in a tone so heavy that I wonder if she might have.

“I’ll swab!” I spit at her with the breath of noncompliance, but she’s already gathered her items and is halfway up the stairs to her bedroom. We both know my threat isn’t effective now that it’s dark out and I’ve been reduced to the same ineffective little kid I’ve always been before bedtime. My idea that I will commit some of my spit to ruining her life seems laughable and puny minded now.



In my bedroom, I blast a hard shower of GrecoSpray down my throat and jump three times to drive the product downward. The aerosol has a clean marine scent, like a briny martini, but its consistency is more substantial than a cocktail. The ooze percolates down my throat and diffuses through my rib cage, offering relief. Kath was right. This slop rocks, and the FDA should stop concerning itself with policing women’s pleasure. I am revitalized enough to head to the screened-in porch for a puff of a THC vape marketed toward sober women aged twenty-five to thirty-four. I do worry I’m an addict.

I try to leave Howdy inside with AC, but he loves the dead deer waft coming off the woods and follows me to the screened-in porch. I set down a dried beef tendon in front of him and climb into the fiberglass belly of the empty hot tub, which a guy with a crane is taking away next week. In its place will go a terrarium that looks like a Swiss suicide pod. The ten-foot charging cable I threw into my bag at the Walgreens checkout extends just an inch or two past the hard lip of the tub. The narcotic hum of an electric sedan’s engine loops around the neighborhood and the highway next door honks back at the thirsty ducks on the dry riverbed, but the neighborhood is otherwise quiet.

As I wait for my dead phone to respawn, I inhale a puff of the vape. The woods are right out the window in front of me, and the perpendicular screened-in wall offers a panoramic view of the town houses of all the neighbors who might have ratted me out to Kath. They’re all confused about what I’m doing here. I am not young enough that my return to the suburbs is a predictable developmental setback, nor have I lived enough for them to treat me tenderly, like a single dad with full custody.

I watch Howdy surveil the woods beyond the creek, scanning his snout left and right and right and left like an animatronic. My dog is a South Korean expat, and his name is a transliteration of “hodu” or 호두, meaning “walnut,” because the blond dots above his eyebrows look like walnuts. He is aloof and striking, and he understands English, though he chooses not to speak because he prefers to work independently. I’m good-high now, light and psychic with the dog and all the people who live inside my phone. A girl at the top of one of my feeds is off-label using a prescription chemo cream that she bought over the counter in Mexico City to retexture her acne-scarred skin. I click Report out of moral obligation, then wonder if chemo cream could help the smolder in my sternum. I heart the carousel of vacation photos that a girl from college posted, even though the way that her fiancé poses with her in front of a landmark waterfall is clear evidence that he was carrying on a text-based emotional affair from the hotel shower.

The electric car passes the house again without headlights. A blue light from a phone illuminates the cab’s interior. Howdy throat-groans, and I tell him it’s okay. Then I take another puff, though I know I shouldn’t, and I grow immediately paranoid that the wizened creek’s seafood tower smell can’t conceal the strawberry cough of the dope. Then the fear sets in, as it always does, and if I don’t channel it into something productive now, I won’t make it through the night. Scared on weed is how I do my most probing research, so I attempt to log into my profile on the DNA website. The password is not Argus821, Argus821DNA, or Howdy821. I feel good about the chances of Howdy821DNA working, but my account gets suspended after three failed log-in attempts. I can’t regain entry unless I call a toll-free support number. I lose steam and click elsewhere.

Instagram suggests I follow Goldie. Scared of the algo, I throw my phone across the tub, where it chips part of the nozzle off a jet. I retrieve it to find that Goldie has posted to the grid just twice in twelve years. The first photo is a picture of twenty or so people in matching tees emblazoned with a looped awareness ribbon on it, surrounding a little guy, maybe ten years old, in leg braces. The picture has been so roasted by the sepia tone filter that I can’t tell what color the ribbon is or what genetic mutation it represents. The other post, only a month old, is an announcement that a streamer bought a ten-episode season of a procedural dramedy inspired by Goldie’s career. In the show, the Goldie character exclusively works on cold cases that employ genetic genealogy to reunite amnesiacs with their families. Sounds interesting! I follow. I’m starstruck! I’m kind of hungry.

Goldie follows back and messages me within two minutes. She thanks me for my lateral thinking today and for bringing up Sarah and Fanny Mounsey and John Wayne Gacy. She looked me up online after our meeting and read one of my articles about a cosmeceutical repair serum powered by exosomes harvested from the plasma of human donors experiencing homelessness across Appalachia. Ah. This must be Goldie’s way of warning me that she’s seen the posts about me.

Last winter, the girl who claims I tried to kill her kept making front-facing videos about my imprudent journalistic practices and sharing them with her lean army of followers. I found her argument weak. I had referred to the dosage as “ten thingies,” and my litigious reader, who had little sense and a pearly white bone to pick, had been ingesting ten daily dropperfuls instead of ten daily drops over the six-month period before she got sick. None of this would have made any impact on my peers and editors had her skin not turned navy blue. She blew up on TikTok, and now she has committed to a full-time online identity as a colloidal silver poisoning survivor, though her day job is maintaining page layouts for an insurance app.

By late spring, I had begun to emotionally recover. I got a good, anonymous gig training an AI bot to one day become sentient enough to write celebrity divorce news. But then the girl who claimed I tried to kill her discovered my mother had a Wikipedia page, and I got canceled again. There was the post from a former friend about how not only had my reckless influence poisoned a mutual acquaintance who naively assumed I knew what I was talking about, but my power and privilege were furnished by a corporation that has annihilated global water sources. I read all the comments, but I couldn’t revisit any of the imagery on an article that recirculated the work of a wildlife photographer. A few years ago, he’d snapped photos of decomposing albatross chicks washed up on the western shores of Bali, tummies full of Kath’s semitransparent aquamarine gel. The substance confounded environmentalists until a lab sample indicated that GrecoSpray had washed off the feathers and skin of pretreated marine life and reconstituted into a gummy Manhattan-size garbage patch in the Indian Ocean Gyre that became a toxic feeding ground.

Then like a month later, some random content creator, oblivious to any controversy, posted a video acting like she was the first person on earth to discover spritzing your face, neck, and décolletage with GrecoSpray before bed. While you sleep, it can soften wrinkling and scarring because it forms an occlusive barrier that stabilizes the cytokines in epidermal cells, which drive collagen production. She called it an old-school slugging hack. After that, everyone seemed to forget about the baby birds Kath killed, but they stayed pissed at me. I moved home.

Howdy’s throat emits another low rumble.

“It’s okay, Walnut,” I tell him, acting brave, not looking up from my phone. “I got it handled out here.”

Goldie messages me again.

U seem justice-oriented, she says.

i am, I write back. thank you so much for noticing.

Can I ask u a question

sure

U know ur Mom worked at McDonald’s by Oberbach Woods creek btwn 1970 and 1971?

yes

Cool. And u know that the state department says Fanny Sewell Mounsey died abroad in 1914 but the social security death index contains no recorded death in any year 4 Sarah Mounsey?

I write back no, i didn’t know that.

And there was another 1?

huh? I ask.

Dagne Mounsey.

she went nutso in indiana

I learned about that, too, Goldie says. If u think of anything u want to tell me about ur family, I’m here to talk. I won’t tell the cop unless

Goldie three-dots me again after sending the message, typing and deleting. The dots disappear.

Unless what? I hear the buzzing car trace a halo around our street once more and slow as it approaches the town house, but I don’t look up from my phone until I hear a screen rip and see the tail of a black-and-tan comet soaring through the window. I climb out of the tub and follow Howdy through the hole he made in the screen, past the lawn, and onto the sidewalk, hollering “Howdy, Howdy, Howdy!” like a gregarious rancher. He stands in the middle of the street, and the electric vehicle grinds to a full stop two feet in front of him.

When I dive in front of the car to save him, he wriggles out of his collar and runs into the woods. I stand up and kick the front bumper, and without looking up from their phone, the driver of the car pulls around me, out the automated gate of the development, and onto the highway. I lie down on the asphalt where the dog left me, keening. Howdy takes eight minutes or an hour, but he does eventually come running from the trees, shoots past where my corpse lies, and leaps back through the torn screen to get back to his beef tendon.

I go to bed without washing my face, exhausted. When I lie down, my lungs have forgotten how to inhale and exhale on their own. My breathing turns gulpy and panicked, and I worry that if I lose focus and fall asleep, I might not wake up in the morning. When I was little, I’d stay up until sunrise monitoring my manual respiration like this, passing the hours obsessing about dying, baffled as to how my classmates could rise every day and get shuttled to school then soccer then piano lessons without being paralyzed by the inevitability of death. Each night, for years, I’d startle myself out of sleep, remembering that me and Kath and Dad and everyone we love will die someday and that there was nothing I could do about it. I’d rise at 2 a.m., clip on my reading light, and make for their bedroom to hover over Kath’s sleeping body. When she woke, I’d tell her it was her fault for raising me to believe in mall Santa but not an afterlife. Later, my anxieties shifted as whole species of turtles and malls and websites went extinct. Nobody did anything about it, except now we occasionally must endure paper straws in the iced coffee order an immigrant guy on an e-bike with a dripping lithium battery leaves on the stoop. Tonight, I return to my ancient anguish, but it has a new dimension. It’s not What happens to us if we die? It’s more like What happens if we kill and get away with it but still have to live with ourselves?

I turn over in bed and give in to the blue light. I have a new message.

Sry, traffic, sent message too soon, Goldie writes. I won’t tell the cop unless u want me to**** Lets chat this week?

I don’t respond. Whatever Kath’s story is building toward will ruin me quicker than the war or weather, and if I want to wring any contentment from the years we’ve got left, I should keep my mouth shut. I fall asleep but wake at 3 a.m. to Howdy barking. I get out of bed and follow the dog’s instincts to the door to the garage, outside of which we hear a great clanging. I peek out, understandably frightened, holding Howdy’s collar so he doesn’t get involved. The overhead door is up, and just beyond it, I see Kath outside with her phone flashlight, scuffling with the recycling bin on the curb.

“What are you doing,” I call out from inside.

“Shh,” she hisses. Then she wheels the receptacle into a back corner of the garage and conceals it with a stand-up paddleboard. I don’t help.

As she walks past me into the house, she says, “Cops don’t need a warrant to search trash, and your slobber is all over these cups.”
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Their Legacy



June 1916–March 1955, The American Midwest

A circus performer could throw three weighted knives at Fanny and Sarah’s post-wrecks career and carve it into distinct eras: the medicine show tour; the Midwestern vaudeville circuit; then, as those two art forms whittled down to nubbins, whatever paid.

Fanny had been moaning since she woke from the final dose of twilight sleep Sarah had injected into their left butt cheeks in order to survive their long withdrawal from foreign waters. She didn’t quiet down for the next twelve months, not even when opening fan mail from local schoolchildren or looking in the mirror. The longevity of Fanny’s commitment to bleating frightened Sarah, particularly because she refused to see a real doctor. When a medic with the Red Cross Motor Corps had stopped by the house offering care within a week of the Mounseys’ return stateside, Fanny barricaded herself in the nursery for twenty hours, eventually gumming the arm of the fireman tasked with extracting her from her window so savagely that the Mounsey household was indefinitely blackballed from use of the town’s emergency services.

Nevertheless, Sarah carted Fanny to the medicine show in Hyde Park in late spring of 1916 on the grounds of the 1893 Columbian Exposition with the same spirit of inquiry I brought a few years ago to an acupuncturist who operated from the middle room of her railroad apartment. I’d been desperate to win back my golden glare of wellness after some brain and body trouble. Abrupt counterfeit heart attacks, inert since high school, had spent their summer break spitting ribbons of adrenaline from my left nipple down my arms and legs, so that all four quadrants of my inflamed body scrimmaged daily, discrete battles. Each fingerprint throbbed at a different BPM, and the base of my skull felt weighty. I grew a neck hump. The acupuncturist told me to supplement dry-needling treatments in my dull, aching boob with eighteen high-EPA cod liver oil pills daily.

I bought the gel caps from her and adhered to her swallowing program for three months until I landed at urgent care from bending the knuckles of my peace fingers backward while failing to reel in the air conditioner that I’d bumped out my seventh-floor window by its tail. When the medical assistant asked about my symptoms, I told her that I was shitting an orange oil twice a day and no matter how many times I washed them, the crotch of my leggings off-gassed a scent that summoned an immediate sensory memory of the Pirates of the Caribbean ride at Disney. The medical assistant clarified that she’d meant symptoms pertaining to the knuckle injuries but advised me to discontinue cod liver oil use immediately.

At the time, I thought, How could they hurt?

Mother and daughter got into the business as honest consumers at that first medicine show, when a purple-suited huckster named Atlas Finnegan selected Fanny from the crowd of a touring entertainment troupe’s wagon round-up to demonstrate the therapeutic effects of Finnegan’s Soothe-Sayer Liniment Oil, his patented suspension of camphor, ammonia, opium, chloroform, cloves, grain alcohol, coca leaves, and turpentine. He guaranteed that his proprietary concentrate, sold only at traveling demonstrations, cured rheumatism, regulated the blood, and pacified whatever tormented the malingerer on the receiving end of his megaphone.

At Finnegan’s instruction, Sarah helped Fanny to the wagon flatbed being used as a stage and situated her on a medical exam table made of apple boxes next to Atlas’s pitch stand. The inventor handed wan Sarah a papier-mâché speaking horn so that the crowd of three hundred could hear her over Fanny’s insistent disruptions. The bullhorn felt natural in Sarah’s quivering hand, and she introduced the muted beauty as her mother, Fanny, who hadn’t stopped churring since an international river occurrence two years prior.

“And what evil did this worldly estuary execute against this poor, wretched sister?” Atlas asked into his own cone.

“She was said to have perished in a Canadian shipwreck, then resurrected herself a year later in a Liverpudlian alleyway,” Sarah said, slowly, deliberately, shakingly, omitting the portions of the story about the employment record, the embroidered underwear, and some other stuff Kath wouldn’t want me running my mouth about.

Atlas was overcome by the genius of Sarah’s hook, better than anything he could have conjured up himself. He thanked Sarah for her selfless caregiving and anointed Fanny’s blue tongue with six drops of his oil. He pressed his coke nail to her cool lips and shhed his radiant elder all better. Slowly at first, the beaver draped over Fanny’s audience-facing arm twitched. A hip gyration followed. Involuntarily, her head nodded, and her torso jumped twice before a full-body seizure took over. The audience gasped. Fanny sparred with herself.

Many women in Sarah’s bloodline suffered from the falling sickness, sometimes referred to as the disease of wandering idiots. This legion of seizing females included Sarah’s sister, Dag, who became prone to such intractable neuroses at the onset of menses. A doctor at the Dixon State Hospital, a prominent epileptic colony three hours west of Chicago by train, later recanted Dag’s diagnosis after she didn’t respond well to bromide treatments. He shared with Fanny and Billo that their daughter, who looked so mature and shapely for her age, had only succumbed to a teenage case of the crank, the post-adolescent tendency to fake seizures for sympathy and attention. An experimental medical breakthrough called torpillage, a precursor to electroshock therapy powered by galvanic currents, had largely rehabilitated Dag before she disappeared inside of Indiana.

But Sarah had never seen such a fit traverse her mother’s limbs, and it so frightened her that her already woozy pair of legs went wobbly. Luckily, Sarah’s fall to her knees brought her level with Fanny’s neck and head on the exam table. She positioned Fanny on her side, then loosened the fur from her shoulders and fashioned it into a pillow. Quietly, so only the two of them could hear Sarah’s voice beneath Fanny’s own torture, Sarah spoke in a slow and reassuring tone directly over the older woman’s head.

“You have little control over what’s happening, so abandon your urge to fight. You’ve persisted through worse, and you’ve done it alone. I’m here with you, today.”

Sarah’s greatest strength was maintaining composure during emergencies. Around her, the atmosphere was thick with charcoal fumes from the grilled pork belly stall ten yards away owned and operated by a fox terrier. The amplifier in Sarah’s hand happened to align with Fanny’s burbling mouth as her body flung ten cracking convulsions onto the exam table. She went cadaver silent. Thirty seconds passed. The organist struck out a stinging dun dun dun, and the ventriloquist’s dummy’s jaw dropped. Fanny winked at Sarah, then finally lifted her head and revealed her gums to the mouthpiece. No moan.

Cured!

Sarah intuited that Fanny’s sudden silence was a gimmick she invented to amuse herself on stage. Before she died and came back, Fanny had longed for the kind of attention she was now receiving. Blue-tongued, reborn, and suddenly a little annoying to Sarah, Fanny drew a crowd around her without having to speak or write or moan a word. Curiously, she remained quiet all evening, until they settled into their twin beds. Before Sarah turned off the light, Fanny yowled out an idea that Sarah was surprised to understand. Performing had been fun, the drops tasted swell, and they should return to the midway plaisance tomorrow, pose themselves in the audience, and do it all again. After the show, Fanny wanted Sarah to approach Atlas, the ringleader and operator, to secure the Mounseys a permanent spot on the circuit.

Starting two weeks later, Sarah and Fanny toured the Midwest for four years with Atlas Finnegan’s Soothe-Sayer Liniment Oil Traveling Show, embedding themselves as consumers desperate for an antidote in each city’s crowd. Every show, Atlas called the pitiful dyad to the stage to harness the alchemy of their first performance. In the first three months of tour dates, a groundling or two per city may have riled his fellow rabblers by wondering aloud about why the tincture couldn’t make the milf talk again if it was so four-letter-wording magical. Atlas understood the wisdom of the common man’s perspective, though he didn’t have to be so crass about it. In rehearsal, Atlas instructed Fanny to ratchet up the initial terms of her hopelessness to impress upon the audience that she was so long gone that even an incremental change in her affectation could only be the work of bottled sorcery. She had the idea to give her moaning “Fanny” persona a wicker wheelchair. After that, a trio of roadies in face paint, representing themselves as the last living Kickapoo Indians in the Great Lakes, would lift Fanny onto the dais as if she were the Queen Consort, and then the liniment would teach her to shut up and walk again.

The Mounseys pushed product. For each fifty-cent bottle sold—close to half a million during their tenure—the women received five cents. Fanny’s genuine regard for the potion helped. The stuff was so good, it was addicting! So long as she drank from the pipette’s miniature teat every forty minutes, her off-stage moaning fits stayed dormant. She still moaned to communicate, but she kept those conversations private. Audiences adored Fanny, their silent protagonist and ethereal mystic. The toothless vision’s limited command of spoken language and ageless intrigue allowed the masses to project any number of hardships onto her. To a less fanatic degree, the crowd also esteemed Sarah, the drab, put-upon godsend daughter who’d deferred her own livelihood to unearth a cure for her mother. None of that was an act for Sarah, even if she was getting paid to despair into a loudspeaker. She had dreams, too, and they didn’t involve chauffeuring Fanny around a circus stage. The money was good enough to stay burdened.

Sarah was a teetotaler, though she had long ago lost regard for the women-led temperance movement. She had seen self-righteousness poison the character of more well-meaning people than inebriety ever did. Give a woman a bully pulpit, and eventually she’ll be asking for voting rights, free childcare, and a savings account. Prohibition would stymie the cash flow coursing into Sarah’s tiny tooled cowhide cinch purse, recently acquired from Mandel Brothers. According to repeat customers, drink and drug were the very ingredients that gave Finnegan’s Soothe-Sayer Liniment Oil its oomph.

On a suffocating wagon ride from the sticks to Grand Rapids in the August of their first year performing, the scourge of an abscessed tooth had Sarah reexamining her lifelong abstinence. The nerve ending began hammering her skull two hours into a fifteen-hour journey. Sarah tried to distract herself from the agony by masticating her cuticles as she had on the Lusitania lifeboat years before. After she’d doilied the blue edges of all ten nailbeds and still the throb held out, she nibbled off her fingerprints. When Fanny, her bunkmate, finally noticed five flumes of blood dribbling down each of Sarah’s nightgown sleeves, she reached across the cabin to dropper two drops of Soothe-Sayer Liniment Oil onto her daughter’s tongue.

Twenty minutes later, voice clarion clear, Sarah remarked that her pain seemed to be subsiding. She looked down at her hand, stock-still for the first time since before her wreck. Did the soothsayer Atlas have a real-live miracle on his hands? By the troupe’s third show in Grand Rapids, Sarah had eradicated the tremble she’d acquired in the Atlantic by dosing herself with Atlas’s cure-all three times a day. Before the roustabouts finished converting their mobile stages back into wagons so the party could begin their journey northward to Charlevoix. Atlas asked Sarah to stop by his prairie schooner for a word. She rebraided her hair, slapped some Soothe-Sayer on her pulse points, and stepped inside Atlas’s quarters, which had a terra-cotta fireplace and a fresco on the ceiling featuring the handsome barker himself chariot racing in a Greek hippodrome. He sat Sarah down and told her that while he was proud of the gains she’d made vocally, he was going to ask her to throw that unplaceable accent of hers back on. Play it up, even. The worse Sarah looked on stage, the more impressive Fanny’s transformation seemed.

Sarah measured out a final nip, threw it back, and with the husky voice of a seductress, asked Atlas if he’d be interested in lying together on his orange satin kip bed. He agreed, so long as Sarah promised that what she’d just slugged was her last pull from the bottle and didn’t become overly devoted to what she found inside his drawers. The silk of the Mughal rug on the floor of Atlas’s private wagon had cradled heaps of women’s discarded lace throughout his years of travel, but Sarah was the first woman he’d disrobed who carried a hidden hedge the color of western sagebrush. Sarah, in turn, had never seen such a device as the sweat-activated, zinc-coated electropathic belt Atlas buckled around his waist to kick-start tumescence. Within two minutes of wear, the untimely nectar of life spilled from Atlas’s nethers. Sarah, not usually one to make overt demands, asked for a turn. The carriage vibrated, and Sarah walked away from the transaction breathless over the arrival of the electric age.

The pair tried on the belt fifty additional times over the next three years during the off-hours, while Fanny enriched her brain with mail-order catalogs. A substantial piece of the Mounseys’ product royalties, plus extra revenue from insurance checks, Illinois’s modest widowed mother’s pension, and disability compensations went into rebuilding the lifestyle that Fanny gave up when she married out of money. She amassed a wardrobe of corsetry and velvet cloaks that were too sumptuous to wear when in character, bottled Berkshire radium water for sponge baths, enamel face masks, cosmetics, and pet fleas, all of which made Fanny’s side of the wagon sag to the dirt. Sarah, who never liked the way her body looked enough to invest in fabrics, bought more furniture for a house she now owned but didn’t live in.

With Fanny quiet and content with her literature, a friend with benefits nearby, and plenty of dollar bills coming in, Sarah found those were the happiest times of her life. At her year-end performance review in 1919, Atlas told Sarah of his plans to introduce a diffusion line for women called Dr. and Mrs. Mounsey’s Sink-Less Flewsa Emollient. Speaking to Sarah as if she were her mother’s manager, Atlas said that while Fanny was the consummate ham actress, these newer audiences were popping barbiturates in the back rows of movie palaces. Her old routine was getting fusty. So he floated Sarah a gentleman’s deal: She could have a ten-minute solo act in his variety show reciting her poetic effusions, if she agreed to monitor her mother each hour of the day to ensure that his elixir stayed out of her droughted mouth until showtime. He needed the genuine performance of a steadfast opium fiend in need of a fix, and if Sarah could facilitate such a reaction from Fanny, then holy cats, she could evacuate her bowels onto the dais and turn out a few stanzas on the luster of the light irradiating down on her excreta if she wanted.

A handshake deal got Sarah two solid months of audiences listening to her ocean metaphors until the long arm of the law flexed its fingers and karate-chopped Atlas Finnegan for all he was worth. In the winter of 1920, a federal statute criminalized patent medicine, decimating the entire business model. Not entirely. After Atlas’s spurious ass was sued all the way back to Peru, Indiana, I still made a minor mint peddling snake oil, though it caught up to me, too.

For so long, Fanny’s dealer got her high for free, but off the road, their stash dwindled. Without Atlas, Fanny’s silence was expensive. Sarah’s pharmacist supplied Fanny with opium syrup, an old-school but still mostly legal option, but they ran out of lifestyle money by 1925. Humbled, Sarah called upon connections from the circuit, a high-drama brain trust of Circassian beauties, General Tom Thumbs, Schüfftan processors, French magicians, Cherry half sisters, and Swedish Hambo accordionists. Over a late-night trash fire in the house they’d spent so few nights in since joining the medicine show, Sarah burned a Stickley Morris chair she’d bought on impulse and never liked and picked the artists’ brains. What resulted was the Unsinkable Mounseys, a two-person, one-voiced narrative show based on their strengths of theatrical storytelling, rhyming meter, Mizuhiki knot tying, slapstick, and simulated water stunts. Fanny and Sarah wore cute little sailor’s dresses striped in muted hunter green and seafoam, though there are no pictures left to prove it.

Sarah often recalibrated the evening’s programming based on the whims of a capricious audience, but the final prestige remained the same for thirty years. Fanny reenacted her Empress resurrection by escaping from a sealed glass water tank as Sarah narrated the death-defying stunt for the crowd, warbling and watching from between her fingers. The feat was faked, aided by three plates of glass and a blue-backdropped fourth wall, transparent Bakelite ladder rungs for her to stand on, and a clever mobilization of Pepper’s Ghost, a mirror-tilt trick that produces holographic images on transparent surfaces. Sarah projected water bubbles onto all three glass panes with a compressed air tank, three bowls of water, and three tubes.

After her wreck, Fanny never let loose water touch her hair again—neither of them did—so right before she plunged into the dry glass cage, Sarah diverted audience attention with the Assassin’s Teakettle illusion while she paint-brushed her mane with shellac flakes dissolved in ethanol to emulate that wet look that submerged women are known to have. They were on a modest roll. Harry Houdini even came to their show in his hometown of Appleton, Wisconsin, but he vanished before the final curtain fell.

On the bottle, Fanny suffered only two moaning spells in thirty years.

In 1932, at a general delivery station outside the Wonewoc Spiritualist Camp in Wisconsin, Sarah saw a letter Atlas had written to Fanny that intimated a fiery affair between them during the same time frame that he and Sarah had been taking turns with the gyrating belt. She marched back to their ornate livestock trailer and smashed all of Fanny’s glass medicine bottles, then told her mother that she rued the day she liberated her from the almshouse because she had not been able to enjoy a peaceful hour since, where she didn’t feel the onus of publicly excusing or privately coddling her outlandish, obtrusive conduct, which Sarah was sure was dispensed selectively for maximum attention. Fanny said that she never asked Sarah to bail her out, and without her, Sarah would still be sitting at home, fat and barren with a homosexual husband. In Fanny’s own language, of course.

“You’re a washed-up old slut who has been jealous of me since the day I was born,” Sarah said, then slammed the door so she could throw herself in the Baraboo River.

When Sarah returned two days later, bone-dry and curd-fed from the farmhouse inn where she had spent the last two nights, she found Fanny on the floor, moaning again like she had in 1919. Sarah cleaned the vomit from Fanny’s forty-eight hour detox, then tipped a large bottle of moonshine laudanum into her mouth to apologize. When Fanny recovered, they burned Atlas’s letter and a lock of hair that Sarah had hacked from his scalp during a ritualistic night spent observing a waxing moon with Old Order Mennonites in 1917. This happened behind the scenes of the Unsinkable Mounseys show, and it never made it into any version of a script, as they didn’t want the specter of sex and drugs blackening their legacy of shipwrecks.



Fanny’s next incident didn’t occur until 1954. Television was in one half of all American homes by that year, the same one that gave us Kath. The dregs of Sarah’s hard-living mentors in the carnie scene had died out, and the years that built up to this point were vague and echoey from tinnitus. At some point, the Unsinkable Mounseys had to sell their teal wagon and move back into a house without wheels. Fanny more often took to bed than to the stage, and Sarah made a timid stab at reinventing them both as firsthand historians in matching getups. At the ages of eighty-seven and sixty-four, Fanny and Sarah shuffled toward settlement houses, junior highs, and two-bit historical societies across the Midwest, relinquishing to their droopy audiences a solemn tale of impossible bad luck and uncanny survival, now without a lighting budget. Fanny didn’t do much in this version of the show besides take a bow at the end.

The Unsinkable Mounseys’ final performance was a talk-back in a neighboring suburb’s ramshackle Victorian museum with three docents, two spectators, and one baby in attendance on a stormy November evening. After their presentation, one of the audience members offered Fanny forty dollars to show him her tongue, blue like a chow chow’s, in the back seat of his Chrysler as he sat next to her with a blanket on his lap. The other attendee, a woman of forty with a bandaged hand and deep slashes of exhaustion under her eyes, rocked the bundled infant back and forth while waiting for Fanny to return. She wore plaid cigarette pants and a dirty gray terry jersey.

When Fanny settled into a folding chair to count her coins, the woman approached her and pawed at the lacy hem of Fanny’s left arm and told them that she was a long-lost Mounsey relative, wasn’t exactly sure how. She needed some cash. Sarah, who was standing at Fanny’s side, dismissed this statement as grifter nonsense. She had spent the last decade following the high-society exploits of a mental patient who had been fleecing dignitaries by pretending to be Duchess Anastasia in tabloid magazines. Sarah was sure that this baby-laden woman was angling to do the same, and that ploy wasn’t going to fool the Mounseys. All their relations had died before reproducing.

Sarah demanded that the woman back away, but Fanny shooed her off and beckoned the tired mother to crouch down to her level. Fanny cradled the woman’s chin with her hand, then gestured for her baby. Fanny wet the child’s rough swaddle, made of mangy brown wool and secured with a nacre button, with tears. Sarah intervened as Fanny began sucking on the top of its head. She separated the child from Fanny’s suction with a pop and shoved the child back into the woman’s arms. Sarah told the woman to never contact the family again, but Fanny managed to cut into the conversation once more. She held out her open hand until the woman extended her own. They met in a handshake, and Fanny conferred all the cash she’d just earned for her back-seat tongue work into the lifelines of the woman’s open palm.

Sarah guided Fanny, bawling, into the single-stall women’s bathroom they pretended was their green room, and the baby shrieked to match her tone. Sarah thought she understood why Fanny was so upset. Her mind was going, and she must have confused that woman with her long-lost daughter Dag. Sarah sat Fanny down on the toilet, held her by the shoulders, and reminded her that Dag would be an old woman now, even older than Sarah was.

“Don’t you remember? Dag doesn’t come around anymore,” Sarah told Fanny.

Fanny ripped the eyedropper from the neck of the magic liniment she kept in her stockings and spilled the whole bottle down her throat. She finished it off with a belch and stared into Sarah’s eyes for her final seconds of lucidity before her pupils turned to poppies. In that moment, they each remembered something they learned separately and were supposed to have forgotten. Holy fucking mackerel, Sarah thought, did Fanny know about Dag’s daughter? She told Fanny to relax, that she would be absent for but a moment, and then she vaulted down the low-ceilinged hallways festooned with pictures of men in pince-nez glasses, and out the door. She spotted her just as the woman boarded the bus at the corner of the block. Sarah would never reach her in time, so she had to yell, louder than she’d ever been with a megaphone in hand.

“We haven’t much left to give you, but I promise that the child will always have a home with us,” she called out. Sarah wondered for sixteen years if Katarina 1 heard what she said, until the day she dropped the child off on her stoop.

In the three minutes that Sarah had left Fanny unsupervised, she swallowed three more bottles she had secreted within layers of taffeta. Sarah saw the empties on the floor next to the toilet and calmly drove her to the hospital for a stomach pumping, as Fanny was still persona non grata with local emergency services.

“F’f’f mmm mmm mmm f’f’f,” Fanny said when she awoke three days later. She hadn’t burst out like this in twenty-three years, and Sarah could recognize a call for help when she heard one.

If Fanny were to forsake God’s Own Medicine, she’d return to this life of interminable moaning. Sarah didn’t know if she could stand it. If Fanny couldn’t stop making noise, she wouldn’t be able to perform on stage unless Sarah used pancake makeup to camouflage the leather muzzle the Liverpudlian doctor had sent Fanny home with forty years earlier. Sarah couldn’t see that working; Fanny was a master picklock. Fanny couldn’t perform, and nobody would pay to see Sarah alone on stage. Fanny was the draw, the one who had died and come back to life. But if Sarah kept Fanny addicted, they would soon run out of money. For so long, the two of them had been short of breath, hot on the wooden heels of provincial fame, and Fanny perhaps needed her first drink of water. Over the days, weeks, and months that followed, Sarah committed the most savior-like act of her life, and she couldn’t even talk about it on stage. She helped Fanny quit and learned to live alongside her squall once again.
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My Inheritance



August 2, This Year


1.

I slept like shit. I’m not going to get into it, but my nightmares crawled with blue raspberry tongues and peanuts for teeth, a plexiglass piano lodged between my ribs that I couldn’t shimmy loose and made me look wide as hell from behind, and my own mother as a newborn in a Hershey’s Kiss costume, born in the caul. The Zodiac Killer lunged at me in a crowded discotheque, his face a witness sketch mimeographed twenty times over and his body rendered in Claymation. He apologized. He’d mistaken me for someone else. He’d been looking for Fanny.

Howdy and I hide in my bedroom until the garage door grumbles twice, which means Kath has left. In the kitchen, I consume a piece of buttered sourdough and a purple espresso pod. The coffee bean acid hits my sternum burn, and I need a shower. I don’t think much of the dog’s whereabouts until I’m upstairs letting the good conditioner in Kath’s bathroom soak into the knot at the nape of my neck while using Dad’s five-blader to shave my legs for the first time since I’ve been home. As I take another pass at my ankles, I see Howdy kicking his four heels fast like a Muybridge horse against the thick carpet of Kath’s closet. From an evolutionary standpoint, this means he’s taken a shit. I hop to the closet nude, and Howdy scampers off to Argus’s memorial shag donut bed, which still sits at the foot of Kath and Dad’s California king. Howdy circles four times then pretends to sleep like a cartoon dog. Wuh wuh wuh wuh wuh, he goes.

His poop crowns a stack of running bras, clean and freshly folded on the floor. As I crouch in the closet to collect the evidence (I will throw the shit out the window, hide the top bra under the dog bed), a framed photograph behind a collection of stack-soled loafers on Kath’s second-lowest shelf catches my attention. It’s not all that unusual of a location for a photo in this house. Kath thinks it’s tacky to display personal photographs except in powder rooms and closets. The rest of the walls are covered in enormous, ultrarealistic modernist paintings of roller skates and WPA-era watercolors of men felling trees. I realize now this opinion must have been formed in reaction to Sarah’s taste in decor, which was a tribute to herself.

In this picture, I’m smiling with a closed mouth and showing off a piece of paper, but it isn’t me. It’s Kath’s mother, Katarina 1, I believe, until the brown glass windows of the bank behind the subject help me date the photograph to the mid-1980s. It’s Kath. This photo was likely taken the day she sold the patent for the GrecoSnapper, the product that launched it all, and the slip of paper is a check with a dollar amount too small to read. I squint and see a happy young person, but the photo is too grainy to assess her beauty back then with any accuracy. I wonder if Kath has overstated her teenage homeliness because neither of us has patience for stories in which the protagonist possesses some great beauty that enables her to pull off unearthly undertakings. The worst characters are the ones like Elizabeth Bennet, whom Jane Austen calls fat and plain faced for the first two chapters of Pride and Prejudice. Only when a moneyed bad boy shows up does the narrator remember that Liz does have some alluring quality behind those glossy bovine eyes. It doesn’t work like that. A true underdog is funnier, craftier, and quicker to react as the upshot of her deficits.

I reorganize items on the low shelf before putting the frame back and find that the ruined daguerreotype portrait of Fanny in her fur and forty-buttoned dress has been shoved behind the shoes, too. The silver type’s celluloid layer has flaked off all of Fanny’s features between the subject’s flossy crest of mid-forehead bangs and the snout tip of a four-legged beaver pelt dangling over her woolen left bosom. Now it’s a dull mirror, unflattering enough to be shoved in a closet. I haven’t seen this portrait since I was a teenager about to leave for college, when I came across it in Kath’s home office while looking for my birth certificate. I remember asking Kath if I resembled Fanny back when she had a face and how she looked me over, as if seeing me for the first time, and told me not really—I more closely resemble one of Dad’s uncles I’d never even heard of because he dropped dead or moved to Scottsdale, Arizona, in the early 1980s.

I finally realize that Howdy has been leading me toward clues with his urine, his torn screens, and his poop, as each act of terror in the past twenty-four hours has led to some sort of discovery. These portraits can’t be what Howdy wanted me to find, so I tear through Kath’s closet looking for something I once came across in the old house and haven’t thought about until this second. When I was seventeen, a sophisticated sticker chart reward system trained me to sleep in my own bed for six months straight in anticipation of college, and my parents determined I was cured, or at least well enough to leave alone when they went on trips.

I didn’t protest about being left alone because I enjoyed solitary evenings eating take-out pork soup dumplings on the couch and watching competition romance shows without Kath passing through the family room to admonish me, over hometown date dialogue, that reality television viewing was a waste of the money she and my father had invested in me. I never knew what the hell she was on about. I went to public school because Kath doesn’t believe in Montessori programs or Catholics, and I never had braces. Then she’d stand next to the couch and call every woman on screen a lollipop head until the episode ended.

As darkness fell on those nights alone and the terror of sleepiness climbed my rib cage, I would prepare for bed hours early. I’d go into Kath’s closet, retrieve her jewelry boxes, and place them outside every door and window in the house. My logic was that a predator would be so delighted with their unearned stoop spoils that they would forgo their planned break-in. If an assailant had pure materialism in their heart and still chose to advance through the house and enter my bedroom, I had arranged my pillows under the comforter to look like I was asleep within, a neat contrivance learned on a family vacation to Alcatraz. Meanwhile, inside a sweater nest on the floor of Kath’s walk-in, I’d sleep with a blowtorch I’d fashioned by duct taping a can of GrecoSpray to a barbecue lighter.

One weekend, when my parents were in Springfield attending the Abraham Lincoln hologram’s coming-out ball, I found something shiny and sinister at the back of Kath’s underwear drawer, shoved between full-body shapewear suits in descending shades of greige. It was an old Herb-Ox bouillon tin that could comfortably house three pens and a highlighter. I opened it and found thirty-six teeth, including twelve white molars. Assuming they were mine, wrangled from beneath my pillow when I was still in the business of shedding baby teeth for three dollars apiece, I poured them into a near-empty Advil bottle in the drawer and took the container. When Kath found the teeth in their new spot months later while getting ready for a Christmas party, she went ballistic.

“They’re antique,” she yelled, wiping down each tooth with a silver polishing cloth.

I couldn’t do anything except apologize a million times, but when I forked over the tin so she could return the teeth to their original resting place, she spotted the sticker I’d put on the interior lid, a French Keroppi frog in a beret and Breton striped shirt, and kept raging. Kath was a good mother most of the time—cutthroat, effectual, and loved shopping—but I learned about her fury as a young person. I understood abstractly that the reason she retreated into fits I couldn’t predict must have something to do with the connected indignities of trauma. She was packed off to Sarah as a sixteen-year-old while I have never known struggle.

Now I’m massaging the contents of Kath’s underwear drawer, looking for teeth, when I hear the hiss of a spray nozzle behind me.

“What the hell happened here?” Kath asks.

I hadn’t even heard the garage door open. I look back and see a light trail of blood on the white carpet behind me. I am still nude, and the nicked sections of my double-shaved ankles have seeped underfoot. Kath is in a crouch, already emptying a bottle of enzymatic blood removal spray onto the carpet with a leaden trigger finger.

I grab for the first piece of clothing I can find, a cornsilk pashmina folded neatly on a shelf behind where I am standing. I wrap it around myself until I have fashioned a tube dress that hugs all the wrong curves.

“Why are you nude and bleeding?” she says, then throws me her robe, which smells like her. Iso E Super and baby powder.

“I am looking for a pair of contoured underpants. Not for keeps,” I say.

“Going to an event?” she asks.

“Yes,” I say. “No.”

“Okay,” Kath says. “You can pick out a pair, but wear them over your underwear and throw them in the dry-cleaning basket when you’re done.”

“Why would you pay to dry-clean spandex?” I ask.

“Structural integrity.” She asks me to consider all the unseemly minutes I’ve spent plucking a melted thong unitard out of my slits and nodes in line for the cash bar at cousins’ weddings because I fancy myself too salt-of-the-earth to hand soiled Spanx over to an expert.

I finger elastane in her top drawer and pick a gently worn–looking pair with a faint stain on the crotch where vaginal fluids tend to bleach out beige fabric, even though I can tell they are too small for my hips. When I turn around, her quick work has already dissolved the trail of blood I left on the carpet. She’s good with chemicals.

“Do you need anything else?” she asks.

I understand that we are using an exchange of goods as a route to trespassing into conversation because we haven’t learned how to ask each other more personal questions without threats in our voices. I want to ask her questions, and she may want to answer them, but we don’t have a relationship of disclosing.

“A cardigan?” I ask, and we look at paper-weight cashmere button-ups. It’s ninety-two degrees and not even 9 a.m.

She lets me pick out an icy blue number with mother-of-pearl buttons, and then she does something inexplicable. She walks out of the closet and sits on her bed and pats at the throw blanket near its foot, asking me to come join her. Kath picks up where she left off the night before, the story gushing out of her like the waterfall on the creek in Oberbach Woods before it dried up. I don’t know how long this will last.



2.

The morning after Kath met Irv and Uncle Jimmy at McDonald’s and Fanny popped her blister, Kath found a tin of Ace bandages and a small brown bottle of a mercury compound that had expired in 1956 waiting for her on the bathroom counter. She had wrapped her hand in toilet paper to absorb the wound’s weeping as she slept, and when she pulled the soiled wad away to change her dressing, it looked like one of those juice-absorbing meat pads that sit under shrink-wrapped boneless skinless chicken thighs. She doused her hand in antiseptic before wrapping it, took half of one of Irv’s pills, and walked to school. At lunch, Kath crawled under the third stall door of the upstairs bathroom by the tumbling gymnasium, where nobody except her and her best and only friend Marcy ever went.

Marcy was already sitting cross-legged next to the toilet, wearing a sleeveless yellow dress with daisies around the neck and black tights and a jean jacket that Kath would have killed for draped over her tote. Instead of a gemstone American flag appliqué or a patch bearing a gang name of local tuffs, a tiny pair of boot-cut pants had been sewn flat against the center of the jacket’s back side. Kath felt dumpy in her jeans and gray collared sweater with bell sleeves, oversize enough to fit over the Ace bandage.

Her friend flicked her hand in an approximation of a wave without looking up from the magazine on her lap. Kath felt hulking and graceless in comparison when she slid to the floor next to her. I get it. I’ve been made to feel heavy-hoofed and ungainly, too, usually by my mother.

“What are you looking at?” Kath asked.

“The future.”

Marcy flashed the turquoise Cosmo cover featuring a blond woman with a generous set of cans smizing. The Sensational New Morning After Pill—In Case YOU FORGOT the Night Before, scolded a headline to the left of her cheekbone. Kath snatched it out of her hands.

“The spine says August 1971,” Kath said. “Those horoscopes are three months old.”

Marcy grabbed the magazine back. “Doesn’t matter. Planets are shelf-stable. What happened to your hand?” She traced her peace fingers across Kath’s bandaged palm.

“Burnt it off on a bun toaster.”

“The whole thing?”

“Yeah.”

“Damn,” Marcy said, flipping to the next page of Cosmo, already losing interest in Kath’s problem.

When they started getting to know each other at the beginning of last school year, Marcy was just Kath’s PE friend, an essential variety of in-school lifeline who’s obviously going to be your badminton partner and buy you a vending machine bag of chips on your birthday but is never going to see you during summer break. At first sight, each girl recognized the hater in the other, even in the fleece shorts of their gym uniforms. As their classmates tossed balls and practiced good sportsmanship during class, the two malcontents walked around the track talking shit about everyone for months. Marcy considered herself a teenage necromancer, styled in the tradition of temptress witches with crack-length brown hair who killed men in the movies that death-gripped early 1970s cinema. Kath didn’t have hobbies, but she did have a cryptic backstory and a spiny tongue, which was good enough for Marcy. On their two hundredth lap, Marcy told Kath that her intensity could be channeled to remarkable effect in a sacred circle ritual in the woods. Kath thought that Marcy’s Wicca shit was asinine, but for the first time in her life, she respected someone enough to keep her thoughts about their ideological deficit to herself. After that, they became the type of real friends who hang out in cars, public bathrooms, and forest preserves.

“Ready for this?” Marcy asked, clearing her throat to read her horoscope.

If it were anybody else asking, except maybe Sarah, Kath wouldn’t have listened. She found astrology stupid: She was two and a half years too young and two thousand miles too far east to have come of age during the Summer of Love. But she and Marcy shared the same sign, and Kath needed a favor.

“Sure. Let’s hear it,” she said.

Marcy draped the pants jacket over her shoulders like a cape and started reading with a British accent.


Yours is the gambling sign, and, darling Leo, I don’t need to tell you twice that playing it safe can be as risky as showing your hand. Changes are imminent, but it’s not just sink or swim. Whatever happened to floating on by? You can meet people where they’re at, but remember that sometimes, you’ve got to leave them there. Your hair and skin are glorious, and all sorts of men are sniffing around your burning red behind. Glow and get ’em, sweet friend.



“That’s too many metaphors,” Kath said.

“I’m not done,” Marcy said.


On the 1st to the 3rd of the month, just when it seems like your opportunities are drying up, an extraordinary discovery will rock your Leo Lady world. On the 12th, you should find time in your busy schedule to sign up for an administrative class at night school so that your boss is so impressed that he practically hands you that job that’s due to open. On the 19th, you may find yourself in some hot water with a crush. The heat may be intolerable until you’ve both cooled off. Coincidences may reveal themselves to you until the 25th, when you’ll know where you need to be. Cha-ching!





3.

I won’t interrupt after this, but I’ve got to break up this fifty-year-old witch cult toilet squabble to ask Kath if she might have interpolated the Cosmo horoscope with something the titular Yoruban priestess said to a client on an episode of Iyanla: Fix My Life. I first heard Iyanla’s advice about meeting people where they’re at then leaving them there as I was graduating from college.

“It’s good advice,” Kath says now, picking a loose thread off a Euro sham.

“I’m not arguing with that,” I say. “I thought it was dynamic enough to copy into a baby-pink leather-bound notebook after hearing it on television.”

“I’ve never seen that show,” she says, working the single thread into a tiny coil and sticking it in her pocket to dispose of later. “I don’t watch reality TV.”

If that’s true, then I’m not sure how one of our more lively conversations in the last six months was when we compiled a list on my phone of Housewives who’d named their newborns Cruise, Cruz, or Cruize.

“Okay. I believe you,” I say. I don’t, but I know she believes what she’s saying. Human memory is sloppy, even if the storyteller is a perfectionist who Windexes the entire kitchen before plating her own meal.

“Great. What’s your issue, then?”

“I guess there isn’t one.”



4.

Marcy let the magazine fall to her lap. She cupped one hand over her mouth and landed the pointer finger of the other on the line of text that read, On the 19th, you may find yourself in some hot water with a crush.

“Today’s the nineteenth,” Marcy said.

“Of November,” Kath clarified.

“Tina poured a glass of water into the toaster this morning. She wanted cereal. And your hand. Your hand!” Marcy said, dragging her finger back one sentence on the horoscope page and repeating one of its prophecies. “Your boss is so impressed that he practically hands you that job that’s due to open! I have chills.”

“Who the hell is Tina?”

“Tina is my stepdaughter.”

“You’re not married.”

“Yeah, well, Dickie says that once his ex gets full custody of Tina, we’re gonna get engaged.”

Marcy was seventeen, the same age as Kath, and her boyfriend, Dickie, was a twenty-eight-year-old bank teller. Eight months earlier, he’d landed on the front page—below the fold—of the Chicago papers for thwarting an armed robbery. As the story went, Dickie had been sitting at his service window counting the contents of a client’s four Folger’s cans of quarters. He had already lost count of the coins, and now a line of customers snaked around the lobby. He knew that he couldn’t err a third time, and so, with great concentration, he built ninety stacks of four coins. When Dickie finally looked up, his line of customers had taken themselves to the marble floor, prostrate on their tummies, and a bemused bald guy in a wig was standing at his window, flashing the submachine gun inside his jacket. The bank robber opened his mouth to tell Dickie it only took him four and a half minutes to look up, but before he could finish, a police sniper’s bullet went cleanly through the side of his head. The floor hostages cheered. Dickie’s twenty-five-cent fixation had bought the teller at the station next to him enough of a distraction for her to duck and press the silent alarm beneath her desk before the criminal dragged her by the lapel through her window and to the ground.

After that, Dickie held tenure at the bank, though he no longer worked a customer-facing role. When Kath met Marcy, Dickie was just some guy. Now, they were in love. I’m not here to offer my blessing to their relationship, but evidently, Marcy’s parents were fine with the arrangement, despite the statutory rape of it all. It was the seventies.

“Is she alright?” Kath asked.

“Who?”

“Tina, who is your crush if I’m supposed to believe this horoscope.” Kath leaned over Marcy’s lap and pointed to the word on the page.

“She got a nice little shock. But it’s good for her. Makes her a tougher banana. Kids these days are soft,” Marcy said. Kath hid her hand behind her back. Better not to dwell on any correlation between her burn and what she was about to ask for. She took the plunge.

“Hey, maybe you could take me to the lake tonight,” Kath suggested.

“Which lake?”

“The big one.” Lake Michigan.

Clarification was necessary. The normies from school hung out on the rim of a depression dug from a limestone bed at the Illinois–Indiana border. During my lifetime, developers transformed the quarry into a community of interconnected strip mall parking lots that loop around the perimeter of the ditch. They built a fake beach around its north rim with a tiki bar, and you can get scuba certified in the hole now. But back in November 1971, it was a mineshaft to throw beer cans into. Even if Lake Michigan was only as far from Kath’s and Marcy’s homes as the quarry was, a trip to the city seemed dangerous. Luckily, Marcy gravitated to risk more than Kath did, likely because her social confidence afforded her more opportunities to do so.

“Why do you need to go there?”

“Some guy asked me to come to a party,” Kath said, trying not to make it sound too appealing.

“On the lake?”

“Yeah.”

“In November?”

“Yeah. He lives there.”

“What, like Mickey Mouse on his tugboat?”

“I think that was a steamboat. Irv lives in a lighthouse.”

“Who the hell is Irv?”

“He’s some guy that invited me to a party at his lighthouse.”

“Good luck getting chopped up naked and thrown into the lake,” Marcy said. “You shouldn’t be going to strange old men’s lighthouses.”

“You went to Dickie’s apartment alone the first time you met him because someone told you he made Michigan drivers’ licenses in his bathroom.”

“My cousin vouched for him.”

“I just need a ride to the harbor. He’s got a boat and an uncle to take care of things,” Kath said. She knew she sounded like a wide-eyed rube, the sucker who falls for a confidence man’s grift. She reached into the pocket of her anorak to take out the napkin Irv had scribbled on the night before and showed it to Marcy as proof. “He’s rich. His family owns Oberbach Woods.”

“Nobody should own the woods,” Marcy said, inspecting the napkin. She lit an indoor cigarette. A smudged note in boy handwriting would have been intriguing to anyone in Marcy’s position. Maybe too intriguing. Marcy folded up the napkin and shoved it into her jacket pocket. “Is he sexy?”

“Kind of,” Kath said.

“Alright, then.”

“Alright then, what?”

“Alright, I’m coming, too.”

“You don’t have to. I’ll be fine,” Kath told her.

“You need protection,” Marcy said. “And I need to let loose.”

The main bathroom door clanged open, and a pair of wood-soled saddle shoes entered the bathroom, tapping out an old jazz standard. The percussion made Kath and Marcy laugh and their giggles intensified when the feet walked into the toilet stall next to them. This was the funniest thing that had ever happened to them. They heard the ruffling of underpants followed by one baritone toot. I wish I could explain the urgency of their bottled laughter in that moment, but we exhaust our ability to experience the highs of hyperactive schoolgirls on our eighteenth birthdays.

A small grunt stalked out of the middle stall. Kath closed her eyes, relaxed her cheeks, and thought of the unbearable: a handsome older neighbor boy named Kevin who died at the Gulf of Tonkin, her great-grandfather’s death blow over a misunderstanding on a crowded deck, and her own pathetic parents, shedding shoulder skin onto the bedspread of a Destin weekly rental, clinking motel toothbrush cups holding a finger of room-temp tequila, toasting to their folie à deux. Kath even compelled herself to feel pity for Ron. He was probably a book-smart man whose life and career had turned out duller than he’d hoped, and women his age didn’t share any of his interests. Kath’s interior play for sorrow almost worked until the telltale splash of feces against toilet water reverberated through the restroom, and her laughter broke through the surface.

She snorted, and Marcy slapped Kath’s knee. They hadn’t lost it like this since a September field trip to the Grand Army of the Republic Rotunda, when the modern civ teacher Dr. Klinker had decided that a girl named Hannah McFadden wasn’t being adequately deferent to the fallen soldiers, so he picked her up by her armpits and dragged her back to the school bus.

“Excuse me? Can you hurry up?” Marcy asked, reaching across Kath’s lap and knocking on the stall wall. “We’re in the middle of something.”

The bathroom hung in silence for ten seconds, each one glittering with suspense.

“Are you speaking to me?” asked the pair of feet, finally.

“Yeah, girlfriend, I am,” Marcy said. “Shit or get off the pot.”

The toilet flushed, and the feet pivoted ninety degrees counterclockwise toward Marcy and Kath’s stall. They belonged to an English teacher named Miss Tarver, rumored to wear a clip-on wig and share a bed with both a woman roommate and an exotic rodent called a chinchilla. She revealed herself when she crouched to the gap between the floor and the door’s edge. Kath could see between the teacher’s legs as she rested on her haunches. She had stuffed white cotton underpants into her nylon stockings.

“You girls are very rude,” she said. Tarver produced heavy breaths and audible friction between her skirt and underwear as she raised herself from their view, then clacked out of the bathroom.

“You just know she’s holding the other half of a shit in,” Marcy said, then moved on with a straight face. “Do you think this old guy will be serving a full dinner tonight?”

“I’d guess so,” Kath said, though Irv’s late-night trip to McDonald’s didn’t suggest he knew a caterer.

The door to the hallway smashed open again, and another pair of footsteps approached their stall.

“Here we go again,” Marcy said.

A skeletal hand reached through the two-inch gap between the door and the stall’s metal frame and unlocked the interior latch. Marcy threw her cigarette in the toilet as an old guy in a button-up swung the door open.

“Hey, you’re not allowed in here,” she told the man. “This is the girls’ room. This is a sex crime. I’m about to start screaming molester!”

“Save your breath, little miss. I’m a hall monitor with dominion over this wing,” he said. “I heard reports from an educator of wafting cigarette smoke and two girls in the bathroom engaging in lewd acts. That wouldn’t be you, would it?”

“Lewd acts?” Marcy said. “Jesus, you’re making it sound like we were in here eating each other’s cooches.”

The old guy nearly laughed. “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that. Come on. Get up. Go.”

Kath popped up, but Marcy took her time standing up from the tile floor, fishing the cigarette out of the toilet and sticking it in her bra as she went.

“One at a time,” the man said.

Marcy walked out first with her head high, probably continuing out the school’s front entrance. Kath implored after her as the door swung shut. “You’re picking me up tonight, right?”

“No yelling,” the hall monitor said. “This is a place of learning.”




5.

Kath didn’t have to work that evening. After school, she went straight home to get ready for the lighthouse. Fanny hadn’t moaned all day, and so Ron and Sarah were moving ahead with her fake one hundredth birthday at the breakneck pace that begets sloppy mistakes. Sarah sat in a Kmart pool chair in the den as Ron zigzagged around her, crazed over his second stab at a flyer to advertise the centenary in the school auditorium. On his first batch, he had forgotten to include the time and date of the event before printing three hundred copies on orange paper, and Sarah was out thirty dollars. Ron showed Kath the second edition, and when she asked him what this slice of paper was supposed to promote, he acted as if he didn’t understand the question.

“It’s promoting The Unsinkable Mounseys Present: The Diamond Centenary, Fanny’s one hundredth birthday party in the high school auditorium on the night of December 4,” he said, pointing at the art nouveau block letters that filled the flyer’s white space. He’d omitted the time of the event on this version.

“But what is that?” Kath asked. She understood that Ron had booked a space, but his flyer offered no information about what happened on stage. “What are Fanny and Sarah going to do for two hours on stage?”

“It won’t be just them. I’ll be up there, too,” he said.

“Just you wait and see,” Sarah said.

“It’s going to be the show they always deserved and never got,” Ron said.

Ron’s vision was boundless and easily erasable. He referred to his legal pad as he walked Kath through each beat of the show. As the emcee, he’d shoulder the onus of opening the show in an oiled sou’wester hat and rain slicker as a fog machine and an analog Halloween cassette of pirate ship noises suffused the auditorium’s PA system. Hold yer ears, all, for this is a mariner’s tale. After a swaggering intro, a stagehand would roll the girls in from either wing on carpenters’ dollies done up as lifeboats with faux painted cardboard. Sarah and Fanny would wear diaphanous gowns and tell never-before-heard stories. Then, the coup de grâce: Fanny would escape from her pretend water tank one final time for the twentieth century.

He might have also explained to Kath more technical aspects of the script and had maybe even codified a method to ensure Fanny could fudge a daring escape stunt in front of a live audience. Kath didn’t hear any of it, having tuned him out while planning her party outfit in the eye of her mind. She left Ron and Sarah to their plotting and went upstairs to get ready. She spent an hour washing her hair with one hand and another two lying on her presidential bed in a looped terry-cloth towel manufactured in 1930 before deciding on a wraparound plaid midi-skirt with thick brown tights and a cream turtleneck. Fanny had quietly slept through the entire afternoon and didn’t stir when Kath went into her room to tell her goodbye, not even when Kath rummaged through her tabletop wagon for another half pill. Fanny had six and a half left after that. At 8:30 p.m., she escaped the house unnoticed by walking out the front door and into Marcy’s idling car. Ron and Sarah were tearing through Sarah’s rhyming dictionary trying to unearth a slant rhyme word for “hundredth.” The word “bandwidth” would have been good, but it wasn’t one Sarah knew.

Kath’s chauffeur had been honking the horn of Dickie’s Buick Skylark with her elbow for five minutes while roller-balling a compulsive veneer of ylang ylang oil onto her pulse points. An airwave preacher forecasted fire and brimstone as Kath slid into the passenger seat. Marcy couldn’t shut him up. Dickie’s daughter Tina had jammed the radio tuner with Silly Putty. By 8:56, the Buick had barreled past the construction lanes of I-55 toward the lake as Kath’s burnt hand negotiated Marcy’s drugstore palette of violet eyeshadows. In the other, she shone a miniature glove box flashlight to the mirror in the sun visor. A greasy mist from the highway seeped through the cracks in the windows as Kath spackled on another layer.

Marcy’s knuckles were purple from gripping the steering wheel, and she had rolled the sleeves of the pants jacket high above her elbows, sweating.

“We’re making great time,” Kath said, like a grown man to his family headed to a cousin’s cabin in Wisconsin on the third hour of July Fourth weekend traffic. “You doing okay?”

“I’m fine,” Marcy said. “Unless you want to turn back.”

The girls had been waging an offhand game of chicken since they’d left town. The invitation had animated Kath for the last twenty-four hours, but apprehension sapped her energy as the clock ran down in the car. She might prefer a quiet night at home watching The Brady Bunch with Fanny as Ron and Sarah conspired in the kitchen, and she assumed Marcy felt the same way, but neither of them would cop to it. Intermittently, Kath consulted Dickie’s 1964 state road map as Marcy drove farther in a mantle of fog. The off-ramp was wide and barren when Kath announced that Marcy should exit the highway, but she overshot it. On purpose, Kath thought. At 9:08 p.m., Marcy managed to loop back to the harbor lot and maneuvered into a spot that must have faced the water, though the murk in the air occluded all that regularly indicated a shoreline.

“Where’s the lighthouse?” Marcy asked, lighting a loose cigarette.

“Out there,” Kath said, gesturing toward the mist as if she was offering a platter of passed apps.

“I don’t see it,” Marcy said, leaning toward the windshield. “Shouldn’t it have a big, bright thing on top of it that pulls the boats in?”

“Pulls them in?”

“Yeah, like an electro force.”

“That isn’t how a lighthouse works,” Kath said, snipey and superior. Marcy’s driving anxiety plus her apparent sea ignorance puffed up the deflating dinghy of Kath’s confidence.

“Do you know how it works?” Marcy asked.

“Of course,” Kath said. She assumed lighthouses were holdovers from pirate times, and now the structure provided road trippers who frequented motels shaped like igloos or giant beagles a place to lay their heads. None of that explained why Irv lived there.

“You’re on edge.”

“I’m not at all.”

“I’ve got something for us,” Marcy said, then reached behind her headrest, past Dickie’s plastic-wrapped bank uniform shirts dangling on the built-in dry-cleaning hook over her left shoulder, and into a bundle of flailing cardigans and kiddie shoes on the back seat. After some strained digging, she retrieved a forty-ounce of bright blue apple wine from the mess’s nucleus. She cracked the plastic seal, took a swig, and handed it to Kath. Kath took a sip as Marcy cranked her car window down three inches to ash. The muted blue glow of the Buick’s dashboard enveloped Marcy’s profile as a wisp of glinting miasma streamed through the window gap, overlaying her skin with a soft-touch filter. She looked unearthly, an as-yet-unclassified genus of bioluminescent catfish native to the Great Lakes. Kath couldn’t stand it. She opened her car door to search for a fresh water source.

“I’ll return with news,” Kath said.

A lighthouse is neither a super magnet nor a theme motel. It’s a navigational aid, a torch resting on a pole, a powerful lamp held in a lantern room at the tip-top of a spire that alerts jack-tars in passing ships of reefy shoals and tricky harbors. In the days before lighthouse automation, a honeycomb-like structure made from hundreds of pieces of cut glass called a Fresnel lens appealed to science or sea mysticism to refocus scattered rays of light from a bulb or lard-oil lamp into a single intense beam visible for twenty nautical miles.

“Take this,” Marcy called out to Kath on the pavement. A horn-heavy Christian pop song building to a bridge jumped out the window as Marcy cranked the handle down enough to reach her hand out and offer Kath her own jacket for warmth.

“I can wear this?”

“Sure,” Marcy said, and flicked on her high beams. A delicate pier emerged from the nothingness in front of them, a plank for Kath to walk.

As Kath coaxed the pants jacket over her own padded anorak with one hand, she saw that Marcy had consigned the bottle of apple wine to its sleeve. She could be sweet like that. The next two sips of wine smacked of blue razz ICEE, and Kath kept slurping until her stagger down the dock felt quotidian, a trip on foot to the gas station mini-mart. She established one Ked in front of the other twenty times over before Marcy’s high beams got wasted in the haze. Now lit by wine alone, she plodded forward until her shins beat against the bench of a picnic table. The pier’s edge had to be less than five feet away, yet the lighthouse remained enshrouded. She raised her right hand to her eye and made a monocular from her fist. Through the peephole, a pinprick of light somewhere beyond the breakwater winked at Kath behind heavy lashes. A dozen more scintillated. Heat! Life! Kath took in another mouthful as the faint outline of a boat shaped up in front of her. At that, she leapt up the uncertain dock back to Marcy’s car, and she didn’t even fall in the lake. When she yanked open the driver’s door, out of breath, Marcy jumped. She hadn’t seen her approach.

“Our ship’s coming in!” Kath said.

“Are you sure?”

“I saw it.”

Marcy squinted. “I don’t know about this. You know I can feel vibrations, and I’m sensing darkness.”

“You’re tripping out for no reason, babygirl,” Kath said. “It’s a party.”

“Your tights are already ripped,” Marcy said, pointing at the snag through Kath’s left shin. “We go out there, and someone’s not coming back alive.”

“We can wear life jackets.”

“Fine.”

“How do I look?”

Marcy assessed her honestly. Kath wished she hadn’t.

“Hair’s a titch matted, and the borders of your eye shadow are too generous.”

Kath could do nothing about her hair, which was coated in a fatty film of McDonald’s chemicals. The sapphire top note of industrial solvent kept in a bleached-out yellow mop bucket in the supply closet was the most cloying. She swears it stayed in her hair for two years after she’d left the job, and its residue will remain in her silver fillings when an eight-foot-tall humanoid species loots them from her crypt, visible from the ruins of the Eisenhower highway system, in four hundred years.

She licked her right thumb and rubbed at both temples. “How about now?”

“Worse,” Marcy said.

“It’s too late for that!”

Marcy licked her own fingers and swiped them below Kath’s eyes to wipe away the purple dust that had fallen from her lids.

“There. You look fine. You look cute. You look fab,” she said. “And remember, we don’t have to go.”

Kath wasn’t listening. She cut the engine on Marcy’s behalf and ushered her by the elbow down the now-familiar walkway. The boat had progressed shoreward, and a double pair of headlights like the eyes of two sea beasts stacked on each other’s shoulders skittered in the mist. She heard women giggling out on the water and immediately harbored disdain for them.

The boat bungled its initial approach from the starboard side, crunching into the waterfront apron of the pier and then boomeranging off the rubber tires affixed to the splintering beam of the quay. The girls on board who had been laughing started howling with fear, but they knew they weren’t in real danger. This trip was like a flume ride at a carnival, where the thrills were man-made.

“Shh,” a familiar voice crackled over a PA system. “Everyone needs to be quiet and lemme focus for a sec while I dock.”

“Irving?” Kath called out.

“Someone on the dock there?” the same voice fizzled. “Who goes there?”

“Kath from McDonald’s,” she shouted.

A low-resolution Uncle Jimmy came into view, tussling with an orange mooring line on the bow. He had strapped a miner’s lamp around his forehead and a rain poncho topped his double parkas and rubber overalls. The silhouettes of twenty figures on deck emerged behind him, their faces veiled by fur-lined hoods as they clung to metal railings fastened around the gunwale. Jimmy maneuvered the boat parallel to the pier at last. The rounded bilge hull knocked against rubber tires fixed to the posts. An orange tarp pulled taut over the hull spelled out My Lady Clam in shiny black adhesive. Unfaded impressions of peeled-off Coast Guard ID numbers were still visible underneath the vinyl stickers.

“Did he buy the boat at a police auction?” Marcy asked Kath, who shhed her.

“Hiya, Jimmy,” Kath called out. She couldn’t yet subject herself to calling him “Uncle,” a signifier of a culture she didn’t understand. Why would a child be made to sit on a man’s lap and report whether or not she had a boyfriend just because he was her dad’s roommate thirty-five years before? I’ve fraternized with all manner of uncles several times a year for my entire life. Most of them are Italian Americans named Joseph, and since third grade, on each occasion they’ve seen me they’ve asked me if I’ve lost weight.

“Happy to see you, Kath. More chitchat soon. We’ve got to beat this,” he said. He wrapped the rope in his hands back into a coil, though he hadn’t used it yet. Given the approaching storm, the captain had no time for half-hitch knots.

“Do you have life jackets?” Marcy asked. None of the twenty or so people already aboard were wearing vests.

“Love to hear that. We’ll get you one on board,” Uncle Jimmy said.

“Two, please,” Marcy insisted. She stepped onto the boat first, swatting Uncle Jimmy’s helping hand away. One passenger’s voice rang out from under her hood with prissy contempt, yelling, “There’s no room!”

Kath hesitated when it was her turn to step on. She’d never been on a boat, but she knew more about the risks inherent to pleasure cruising than most flatlanders.

“All aboard,” Uncle Jimmy said, extending his hand once more to assist her transition, before Marcy interfered and pulled Kath on herself. Nobody moved to make space for them, so they stood tit-to-tit at the edge of the boat where they boarded.

“Where did he get all these girls?” Marcy asked directly into Kath’s mouth.

“They came with the boat,” Kath guessed, returning her exhale. Uncle Jimmy, with whom Kath incidentally stood ass-to-ass, bucked to capture her attention.

“There’s space in the navigation suite with me,” he said, nodding to the small, enclosed metal fortress that held the steering wheel in the middle of the boat. He whistled the boatswain call and pushed through to the helm with Kath and Marcy in tow. As they worked through the crowd, Kath noticed that all the tights-less legs were shaven but already spiky.

Inside the nav suite, which couldn’t have been bigger than an elevator, Uncle Jimmy patted at the open seat next to him on the wide bench of his captain’s chair. Marcy said she’d prefer to stand. A man of his word, he pulled two premoistened life jackets from the duffel bag under the steering column and handed one to each girl. Marcy clipped them both in, and Kath sat behind the wheel, where cig smoke and harbor fog rendered the three-sided windshield useless.

The sky bellowed, and the deck girls echoed back.

“Batten down the hatches,” one of them, invisible beyond the glass, sang out. “Shiver me timbers,” called another. “Three sheets to the wind,” a third one shouted.

Uncle Jimmy clicked his teeth and picked up the transceiver to make an announcement.

“This is your captain speaking. Naval commands are not to be tossed around willy-nilly on My Lady Clam. This is not some Mickey Mouse cartoon,” he said over the loudspeaker. “No passenger is to give or take direction from anyone on this vessel but the captain or a crew member.”

Boos cut through the windshield, a gentle mutiny.

“Alright, alright, everyone pipe down,” he said, replacing the mouthpiece in its cradle and turning to Kath and Marcy. “That phrase has a nautical origin.”

“So does feeling blue,” Kath said.

“Where is your crew?” Marcy asked him.

“You two are my chief mate and chief officer now,” he said. “Careful. It’s like herding cats.”

The Clam’s shove-off was a surprise expert maneuver, and once the skipper slogged past the harbor’s final NO WAKE buoy, the walls of mist masking the lakefront views refashioned themselves into falling snowflakes. The boat pitched, and Uncle Jimmy throttled the engine as a surge of water bent backward over the bow. When the freezing surf hit their exposed ankles, the girls on deck shrieked one octave higher than they had before, and as the boat hobby-horsed, they continued to run scales. Serenaded by a shrill choir of cloaked women, Kath sat snug and dry inside the nav suite watching the first snow fall. The scene had all the makings of Christmas cheer, though none of them had survived Thanksgiving yet.

The lake’s first big gesture strong-armed Kath into seasickness, and the floor of the nav suite filled with water. When the spindrift salivated on her shoes, she jammed her head between her legs, a trick Katarina 1 had taught her on a road trip. Kath spit, then sniffed the crotch of her tights. The smell was McDonald’s, inciting a nostalgic reckoning for her old life from yesterday.

She had anticipated waves and wind. At home, if Sarah wasn’t describing the state of the sea in anthropoid metaphors, then Fanny was probably moaning about it. Both salty old dogs were busy when she left, however, so nobody had tipped her off that her esophagus would trampoline to her soft palate and back down to her butthole as the tin-can Clam chucked its strong hips against the breakers.

“You wouldn’t be the first or the last to upchuck on the Clam,” Uncle Jimmy yelled over the hum of the engine. He placed an avuncular hand on Kath’s shoulder, then thought better of it, and patted her on the back of her head instead, right above the nape of her neck. Her spine tingled. That was nausea. “Marce, you’re going to want to hold fast, hon.”

Kath lifted her head from her groin to pull a face at Marcy as fists of lake water cudgeled the Clam in an uno-dos punch, but it wasn’t her friend’s fault that Uncle Jimmy had already given her a nickname. Marcy, still upright, missed Kath’s look of scorn as she reeled toward the captain’s bench. Marcy grabbed for Kath’s bandaged hand to stabilize herself. Kath blenched, but she allowed Marcy to continue to grip her burn while the boat fended off the capacious high seas. She needed this scorching pain in her hand to make her forget about the vicious life force of her mal de mer.

As her world churned, Kath couldn’t recall the name of the ship that killed Fanny the first time, but she’d heard enough about the experience from Sarah to commit the story to her memory and run through the script on nights she couldn’t fall sleep. She could see Fanny sleeping sweetly on the HMS Maiden of Blarneyhead when a hazy-brained Norseman forced a gash into the opposite side of the hull. A shower of face-numbing seawater washed her out of her bunk bed that suddenly stood sidelong. Fanny crawled toward the hatch to flee her airless cabin, but the door to the corridor had shifted ninety degrees to the ceiling. The ship floated on its side for two minutes in the St. Lawrence before the kraken stretched her nail-polished tentacle upward from her briny boudoir to assist gravity in pulling the ship to the ocean floor.

The same day that Sarah elucidated Fanny’s 1914 trip from her twin bed, she blocked off an additional two hours to explain the events she endured on the Lusitania a year later. Kath sat on a vanity stool and ate an entire bag of seeded tangerines. She would never forget Sarah’s re-creation of the sound of the German torpedo as it made impact, a wheezy hiss hiss hiss on approach followed by the crack of a thunderclap. Kath had laughed at the time, but she regretted it now that she was about to die on the Clam. She should have nodded solemnly, affirmed her great-aunt’s version of events with a double cheek kiss, and told Sarah that she must have been born with deep guts and a burly inner-ear vestibular apparatus to survive all that without choking on her puke.

Kath sat up when Uncle Jimmy slammed the deck floodlights, and she noticed that the deck also held two faceless men, dressed like party boys in stinking waxed canvas jackets, looking stupid near empty rifle mounts on the stern. As waves lapped at the port side, the girls dragged their block-heeled platforms starboard, and the boat sagged into the lake. The men, who were only hoping to fuck and get fucked that night, had now deputized themselves, ripping open compartments underneath benches to look for life preservers. Uncle Jimmy took to his speaker again.

“All hands, disperse along the perimeter and take your posts along the rail,” he announced.

Kath wrested her bad hand from Marcy’s control and fashioned both palms into a half-bandaged steeple. She’d never prayed to god before this moment, and her supplication sounded an awful lot like haggling. If she made it off this boat, she vowed to ask more credulous questions of the women who opened their home to her, to stay duty bound to Ron for keeping Fanny alive, and to root for her parents. Kath recognized that she had been arrogant and immature to board a ship when she knew the curse of open water inundated her bloodline. But she swore to whoever might be listening that she’d course correct if the Clam reached the lighthouse. She now understood why Sarah and Fanny had devoted the rest of their lives to talking about a couple of bad hours. This shit sucked ass, and she would crow on about their hardships forever. If this was indeed the end, which Marcy had sensed and she’d ignored, Kath wanted the heavenly record to show that she was grateful for all the help her family and her one friend had given her. As Kath prayed on the Clam, Ron was suggesting to Sarah in the den that they set up a charitable organization to fund the party and make use of certain legal escape clauses to furnish Fanny comfortably for the rest of her life, and Fanny was finishing off the rest of the pill bottle in her bedroom.

“Knock it off,” Marcy yelled into her ear. She separated Kath’s hands, then knelt in the nook between the captain’s chair and the base of the helm. One of the men tried to force entry into the nav suite, but Marcy kicked the door closed with her right leg without letting go of Kath’s forearms.

“I’m trying to save us,” Kath said.

“Praying isn’t real,” Marcy told her. “That’s not going to work.”

She was right. There’s no such thing as god or luck, only assertiveness, cash flow, and cutting the correct corners.

“I’m so sorry.” Kath towed Marcy into these inhospitable waters when she knew that the sea would condemn her. The boat jerked.

“I forgive you,” Marcy said. “And I swear, Kath, I’ll pound these dumb sluts’ heads in to keep both of us from drowning.” As soon as the last words came out, she dropped onto all fours to vomit.

The engine cut out and the deck girls had gone quiet, probably from falling overboard. The part where the boat sinks was Mounsey family tradition. Kath transmitted a Mayday signal to Fanny and Sarah, a simple, subliminal toot-toot, to appeal to their demi-goddery. Fanny had died and come back, a year later; Sarah had balanced on an overturned dinghy while all the right-side-up people in the lifeboats around her died one by one in the same neat, apple pie order in which they’d boarded.

Kath’s nausea abated. She floated. She’d see her great-grandfather Billo soon.

“The ride is over,” Uncle Jimmy said.

“This is it?” Kath asked. “The bitter end?”

“Yeah, we’ve arrived.”

She cast her eyes upward to acknowledge the softhearted skies and encountered a tin ceiling. Through the windshield, a drove of bright white legs leapt from the boat and onto a dock hovering on stilts over a rocky shore. They shed their jackets as they ran. One pushed through the crowd on the wooden stairs to nowhere, cackling, “Women and children first!” Uncle Jimmy wasn’t far behind. All that remained of Marcy was her quagmire of barf. She’d disappeared into the fray, too.

On a clear day, the journey from the edge of the parking lot to the lighthouse took five minutes. Tonight, the ride had lasted for twelve. Kath tumbled from the nav suite, desperate for fresh air, and beheld the lighthouse that had finally materialized. Seventy feet above her, smokers thronged the 360-degree balcony around the lantern room. She recognized the nibs of those shrinking cigs. They were the scintillating freckles in the sky she’d seen on the other side of the water, the signal fire that guided the boat to port. The bulb at the top of the tower had got busted years ago and was never replaced.



6.

By the time Irv and Kath met, the Oberbach Corporation was ankle-deep in concrete, middle-manning the cheap Chinese labor the city needed to build its demonic underground highway along the river. Irv, a third-generation scion groomed to take over for his father, had been banned from the company’s construction sites in 1968, after arriving at a ground-breaking ceremony at the future site of a nuclear shelter, a government contract, with two ounces of weed taped to the underside of his hard hat. After that, Irv’s two kid brothers—boys with moneyed, humiliating names like Jasper and Ramsay—assumed leadership. The younger Oberbachs would helm the business for twenty years, until their indictments for masterminding a Midwest-wide salt-looting scheme wherein the company’s private contractors covertly siphoned three hundred tons of snow-melt salt from the nippled government silos that dot I-80.

Irv’s liquid cash had evaporated by his thirty-fifth birthday, but he held onto relics of the good life. For a while, he had a guy on retainer to lacquer his thirty-four-foot Chris-Craft with a high-gloss wood polish. Varnish didn’t keep the boat from sinking. He loved to party, but his coke habit was limited to what he could mooch off others. Property taxes and invasive ivy ate up his mother’s big house on the North Shore, and he was no longer welcome at the Drake, so he rented a condemned lighthouse four hundred yards from the shoreline of Lake Michigan from the Coast Guard for one dollar a month.

Irving’s lighthouse, built for the 1893 World’s Fair, was salt crusted, wind battered, and timeworn, at once a shithole and a feat of civil engineering. Its ground floor resembled a storybook cottage with a red roof, dragged from an idyll and plopped onto a twenty-foot-high foundation made of reinforced steel, concrete, and riprap rock. A cylindrical turret jutted through the middle of the house, studded with paned windows all the way up to the balconied lantern room. By 1971, most of the column’s rotten tin panels had peeled away like fallen leaves off a half-dead oak, their edges sharp enough to deliver a slice of death to whomever stood below.

Kath sat on a boulder as her seasickness wound down. Someone had left a speckled enamel mug on the rock, and she sniffed its contents. An air freshener–flavored drink. It didn’t need ice. She tasted it, and her best guess was a cocktail of orange Kool-Aid powder dissolved in Seagram’s. She quaffed until the mug went empty. In an age when texting your fake Canadian boyfriend to look busy was not yet a viable option, she busied her thumbs with other projects. She loosened her wet bandage, poked at the bubble wrap blister that had refilled on her palm since the night before, and rewound it with the same dirty gauze. My Lady Clam bobbed in the water, which didn’t look so turbulent from where Kath sat. Go ahead, the boat’s nodding seemed to confirm.

She followed the wooden walkway up to the lighthouse with a half-drunken stride, while the whacking bass from a stereo receiver shook the slats. When she summitted the steps, the lighthouse was only ten feet away on a patch of dead grass half the size of a football field. Its front door was six inches too short for its frame and outfitted with a bathroom push knob instead of a lever handle, almost as if the original slab had been blown from its casing by an internal explosion. Wet heat frizzled her dry lungs as she entered.

Just past the vestibule, party guests undulated to a runaway groove on a fifteen-foot-wide dance floor. Their sodden footprint mazes cropped up then disappeared across the cement. In the center of the room, a few feet from the spiral staircase covered in chili pepper string lights, a dozen people simmered in the navel-high spa waters of a cylindrical tub. Chemical steam rose from the water so that Kath couldn’t see any of their faces. The plastic fronds of a six-foot-tall blow-up palm tree shaded the tubbers’ heads, and a folding beach lounger sat unattended nearby. Despite the flow of cold air from the gap in the doorjamb, every first-floor window dripped with condensation.

Four bulbs of a Medusa lamp backlit the makeshift bar wedged underneath the staircase. Its other four necks expanded upward to call attention to a gallery wall. The largest hung work was an aluminum sign illustrating CPR techniques, a relic the Coast Guard hadn’t been able to pry from the wall before they vacated. Next to that, a rusted Oberbach Corporation sign, a family portrait taken in a Wild West photo booth at a carnival, and what looked like a child’s oil pastel drawing of a boat, framed and signed I. Oberbach, 1965. Kath had been expecting glamour, but in ambient lighting, the function’s loucheness seemed romantic. About fifty people writhed alongside her in this room, and they all looked beautiful. She didn’t see Irv or Marcy anywhere. Kath envisioned them disappearing together, and she briefly considered turning around and waiting on the Clam until Uncle Jimmy took another trip to the mainland. But then her hand throbbed once to remind her why she’d embarked, and she made her way toward the unmanned bar.

The 1960s were over, which is why Kath regretted plugging her nose and wiggling her bad hand in the air to do the Swim as she cut through the dance floor. A girl at least five years older, wearing a nautical minidress and two black pigtails, extended Kath grace, backstroking behind until they reached the bar. Directly above them, a handwritten sign had been taped to the railing just before the second-floor landing: KEEP IT MOVING.

“Your jacket is hilarious,” the girl told her. The outline of her wet triangle bikini bled through the bust of her dress.

A hive pattern surfaced on Kath’s back in the shape of the tiny pair of jeans. She had not intended the look as novelty wear, but now that every other girl had shed her winter coat, Marcy’s loaner denim seemed babyish and ridiculous.

“What are you drinking?” the girl asked.

“I’m not sure,” Kath said. She picked up an abandoned brandy snifter teeming with brown liquid from the bar and held it out for the girl to sniff.

“Can I have half?” she asked. Kath gave her the okay, and the girl took a long chug.

“Have you seen Irving?” Kath asked when she was finished.

“Who’s that?”

“The guy who lives here.”

“Someone lives here?” the girl said. “That is too wild.”

Kath kept it moving. A small hallway with a sink branched off from the main room, the corridor impenetrable until the gravitational pull of the clouded moon shifted a current of bodies to grant her access to the butler’s pantry. The doors on each cabinet lining the tapered hallway had been removed from their hinges, and the open shelves displayed empty wine bottles like youth sports trophies. Beef bouillon and oregano were the only canisters on a long-forgotten mountain spice rack above the sink. She leaned on the counter, studying each jar’s label, hoping she looked engrossed while waiting for the most recent doses of liquor to hit her bloodstream.

Beyond the butler’s pantry was a kitchen crowded with whooping men. Kath could only see the backs of their bowl cuts. As she read oregano’s ingredient list a second time (INGREDIENTS: OREGANO), hot breath closed its hand around the back of her neck, and she whipped around, ready to fight. Uncle Jimmy, holding two beers and a bottle opener shaped like mermaid genitalia, stood in front of her. He still carried his duffel bag, but he’d removed all of his jackets. Underneath his waders, he wore a short-sleeved T-shirt that showed off a forearm tattoo of a grinning devil in a pith helmet napping under a palm tree.

“Enjoying yourself?” he asked.

“Having a blast in space,” Kath said, drunk now. She touched her cheek with the back of her right hand to confirm. Hot pink.

“Right on,” he said. “Leave it to Irv, the consummate host.”

“How does he live here?”

“The Coast Guard considers him an employee, I think. The keeper of the lighthouse,” Jimmy said. “He got the boat for cheap, but he can’t drive her, not legally. So I help out.”

He filled her in on some details of the arrangement, though the story didn’t explain why Uncle Jimmy was permitted to pilot civilians with open containers back and forth to the lighthouse in November. It wasn’t what Kath was asking, anyway.

“I meant, how does he survive here?”

Uncle Jimmy laughed. “He can see the harbor parking lot from the second story,” he said. “He’s tougher than he looks, though. He’s got running water, except when he doesn’t. Iodine tabs work fine. I bring him groceries once a week, more if he’s hosting.”

Jimmy rubbed beer foam off his mustache, and Kath thought of the drunken Norwegian boatman who sank Fanny’s ship.

“Is that why they call you Uncle Jimmy?”

The kitchen men restarted their cheering as if someone in there was doing stage magic, and Uncle Jimmy leaned closer so he could be heard. “Nah. When I was nineteen, way before I knew Irv, I adopted my cousin who was fourteen months younger than me.”

“Why did you do that?”

“We both needed a roommate,” Jimmy said. Mysterious. “Listen, I wanted to say this earlier, but we didn’t have time. Last night was an accident, but it’s unacceptable. He gets far too lost in the sauce and often can’t find his way back.”

“It’s fine,” she said.

“It’s really not. I’ve spoken to Irv, and he’s going to make it right. How’s your hand?”

Kath laid her left hand on the countertop and played a coy peek-a-boo game with the bandage. When she peeled back the gauze, her palm resembled a charred personal pan pizza stripped of its cheese. A mossy cushion of gray fuzz had sprouted from the depressions of the scorch marks. In this light, it was impossible to tell if it was sweater lint or a fungal infection. She resheathed quickly, embarrassed.

“Oof,” he said. “Well. I brought you something that should help.”

“You brought me a present?” Nobody had ever done that.

“Yeah. It’s not sexy, but it works,” he said, unzipping a side pocket on his duffel and pulling out a tube of paste cratered in the middle with the indentation of a squeezing hand. “It’s silver sulfadiazine. Use it twice a day. It’ll keep you fresh.”

“On my teeth?”

“No, don’t ingest it. Tastes like Indian Head pennies. Spread it on the burn,” he said.

“Is it legal?”

He laughed again, but Kath had never heard of such a thing. I have. Silver sulfadiazine is a topical cream made of suspended silver ions that slowly release to kill bacterial cells on burns. Effective, but not prescribed much anymore since the invention of hydrocolloid bandages. Colloidal silver, the suspension of metallic nanoparticles in water that ruined my career, is alleged to function similarly. Invented before modern antibiotics, the tincture has recently experienced a renaissance as a popular antiviral recommendation among the organ meat set. That’s not where I heard about it, though. The cod oil–pushing acupuncturist, who I suppose has gone full MAGA in the intervening years, taught me about it.

“Do you want to play pong?” Uncle Jimmy asked her.

“What’s that?”

The longer Uncle Jimmy elucidated the rules, the more he sounded like Ron. Kath wasn’t an aural learner. She declined.

“You don’t have to be nice to me because of my burn,” she told him. “I’m good. I’m just waiting for my friend to come back from the bathroom.”

“Marcy? You know she’s over there playing,” Uncle Jimmy gestured to the kitchen. “Not much of an arm on her, but her trash talk is really something. She’s hurting everyone’s feelings.”

“She can turn at any time.”

“I do see why you’re pals,” he said, then poked Kath in the squishy part between her ribs and belly button. Liquid squelched aloud in her belly. Uncle Jimmy held out his hand, and she slapped it five with her good one. Their clammy palms suctioned together in the dank atmosphere before they pulled apart with a loud pop!

The curtain of bangèd men parted for Uncle Jimmy as Kath followed close behind. Marcy had her hair tied up with a bow made from nylon cord and was bent over a fold-up kitchen counter rearranging wet garbage. Two of the men, beef-fed and blond, chugged beers on their knees on the other side of the workstation. Ten others looked on. When Marcy had arranged a crooked triangle of Dixie cups and sherbet dishes in front of her, she looked up and saw Kath, then beckoned her over.

“This is Willy and Gareth,” Marcy said, pointing to the guzzlers on the floor.

“Howdy,” one said.

“My name’s Billy,” the other said.

“Sorry, guy,” Marcy said.

“You got my name wrong but remembered Gareth’s?” he asked. “Gareth sucks shit.”

“I thought it was countercultural,” Marcy said. The guys around her went ohh! “Billy, get up. You’re gonna be Kath’s partner.”

Billy obeyed and stood next to Kath, and Marcy dictated the terms of play. Kath is competitive only about things that matter, like logging steps or shaving her legs, and the game had no bearing on her reality. She participated because, any minute now, she expected Irving to maunder into the kitchen and ask her to stand close to him in a dark alcove. Uncle Jimmy hung back by the drippy windows at the rear of the kitchen nursing a Schlitz.

“Your turn,” Billy said, handing her a wet ping-pong ball.

She overshot the ball every round, but her partner didn’t seem to care. Kath understood something essential about womanhood then, that she was allowed to be stupid about certain concepts because she was a girl, even one with the wrong type of face who hated the outfit she’d showed up in.

“One hander!” she said at one point, like that was a feat, and all the guys laughed.

By the second round, a new set of male athletes had subbed in, but Kath and Marcy got to continue playing. The bush leaguers demonstrated backhand throws and bounce shots and called their opponents homo and faggot years before the reclamation of those words—grown men, not high schoolers, all either dead or doctors by now. Kath had to admit their enthusiasm was contagious, and as the clock ran out and reset without consequence, she shared ideas for streamlining gameplay. They heard her out, let her innovate. She hadn’t procured this much power since the night before when Irv forked over all his money and pills.

At the end of the third set, Gareth whispered into Marcy’s ear across the table, and her face took on a look of revulsion. She set her ping-pong ball down and walked away. The ball rolled to the sticky floor, littered with crushed six-pack carriers and a fine layer of winter sludge, and two competitors dove to fetch it.

Marcy let them scrap on the floor as she walked away from the game, intending to grab Kath on her way out. “I’m going to the bathroom,” she said. She blinked bright red, fighting tears.

“See ya,” Kath said, one eye closed. She held the ball at eye level with a shrimp claw hand and practiced her wrist flick.

“You’re coming with me.”

“One sec,” Kath told her. “I’m a complete jock over here.”

“We’re going now,” Marcy said. Her voice trembled.

“Marcy, if you give me two minutes to finish up here, I promise to jostle the tampon up in there for you,” Kath said.

All the guys oohed this time instead of ohhing. Kath threw the ball and hit the window. When she made time to look at Marcy, her friend was shoving through the crowd.

Without Marcy, the game wasn’t fun. When Uncle Jimmy’s walkie-talkie mumbled and he declared that he was taking My Lady Clam for a spin back to shore to pick up more guests, he cut a path through the men as she followed him out the same way that they entered. Kath wasn’t leaving. She was just getting started. The time had come for her to find Irving.

“Gotta go, fellas,” she told the pong men. One of them said something about her fingering Marcy in the bathroom.

“You ought to try it some time,” she said.

Everyone cheered. Kath was drunk enough to get the laughs she craved at home, and that was all she needed. Luck was with her as she proceeded through the bulwark of humidity that insulated the hot tub room. Her timing was precise. Behind the bar, the object of her fascination stood in a pair of duck boots, maroon swim trunks, and yesterday’s Fair Isle pullover taut against his tummy. His hands were a nonstop party, shooting finger guns and patriotic salutes to his attendees. Irv’s face read older under the red string lights than it had in the butter-yellow fluorescence of the Oberbach Woods McDonald’s, but Kath thought he looked stately, like a country club lifeguard. She approached head-on.



7.

“Hey, stranger,” Kath said. That sounded slick.

“Hello yourself, sweetheart,” Irv said with the slow amusement of a man blotto enough to regard all the women at his lighthouse as sweethearts and hunnie bunnies and doll faces. He must have arrived at and overshot this gentility a few hours before he got to McDonald’s and cussed out Kath as a plain-faced cunt last night. “Pick your poison.”

“Huh?”

“What can I get you?”

“Buns?” Kath asked with an arch smile. This was their little inside joke from when he leapt over a counter and injured Kath with a hot piece of machinery because he was hungry.

“Come again?”

“I said buns,” she repeated, less poised.

“Right now, I’ve got warm Schlitz out the ass, but I’m out of spirits,” Irving said. “My boy is headed back to the mainland, though, and when he’s back you can have whatever you like.”

Kath nodded, processing. Her bobbling head accelerated until her drunk teenage mind got knocked off its axis. Irv had thought her “Hey, stranger” comment was a greeting from a literal-minded newcomer introducing herself for the first time. Name a worse hurt than the person whose face you can’t stop thinking about not remembering yours. You can’t. She had even put on makeup.

Three minutes after the cup game proved to her that she could be a good-time girl, Kath wanted to cede the title and go home. Where had Marcy gone, anyway? Irv handed Kath a Schlitz can from underneath the bar.

“Why is it so hot?”

“It was floating in the tub for a few hours,” Irv said. “Sealed, of course. What’s your name?”

“Katarina, according to my name tag,” she said.

“That’s exotic,” Irv said. “You’ve met my new friend Tippi in the piggie tails? She’s half-Croatian and half-Japanese.”

“Split left to right?” Kath asked.

“What?”

“You don’t seem to listen, so I’m not going to explain.”

Kath was hurt so she got mean, but Irv mistook her caustic tone for a flirtatious one. Now that she had been sanctified in the realm of adults, she wondered, would all men confuse her malice for coquetry? I’m in no position to tender advice to a broken-homed teenager thirty-seven years my senior, but in my experience, yes. Men think candor is cute for ten minutes until they get to the part of the conversation where they explain their job to you. When you tell them that you don’t think it sounds that hard, they grow surly for allowing themselves to get duped by your honesty.

Irv didn’t have a job. Kath downed the beer and burped into the crook of her denim arm.

“Can I buy you another?” he asked.

“You live here, so the gesture is empty,” she said. “But yeah.”

“Your energy is right on the money. Very intense.” Irving laughed and raised his glass to her. He tried to make eye contact, but he’d been drinking, too, and his pupils refused to team up.

Kath rolled her eyes and took a long sip of his cheekbones. Someone crew cut in a blue button-up approached Irv from behind, and he jumped. Then the guy offered him a drag of his joint; Irv relaxed. He took a puff and passed it back, no offer to Kath, and the crew cut advanced to the tub.

“I thought he was a fucking fed with that getup,” Irv said.

“Uh-huh,” she said. “You know, Irv, we met last night.”

Yesterday’s battles trawled across his face. “Where’s that?”

“At your homestead.”

“My mother sold it three years ago,” he said.

“The McDonald’s homestead.”

“Oh?”

“You dove over the counter and pinned my hand inside a bun toaster. Then you gave me sixty bucks cash and invited me here.”

She raised her bandaged hand in the air. Irv leaned over the bar, and Kath hoped that he was stewing about how foolish he was to overlook her. Maybe there was something so different about her under the balmy red pepper lights.

“You’re all bandaged up. That’s got to be a positive, right? You kept the hand.”

“It looks like noodles in canned Prego under here.”

“I was hoping you would show tonight, but Unc told me not to get my hopes up,” Irv told her. Slick save. “You know I got some Bacardi Blanca down here. I save it for my VIPs. I may have a bag of ice, too. Tipple?”

“Yeah, I can stay for one more drink, but then I’ve got to run to another thing near here.”

“Another thing in the lake?”

“Yeah, swim practice at eleven, then I made plans to throw myself off the balcony at midnight.”

Now this is flirting! Irv cracked up. “You know, you’re a bit of a riot, and I’m happy to have you here at my little slice of paradise.” He pointed at an inflatable palm tree and lawn chair. “I’m awful with names.”

“People say that like it spares them from rudeness,” Kath said. “It’s not a medical condition.”

“You’re right,” he said. “Forgive me?”

He came around the bar and hugged her loosely, sticking each thumb into a belt loop on the jacket’s miniature pair of pants. Kath would have preferred Irv to think she was beautiful rather than funny, but his micro-embrace was an act far more intimate than if he had just wreathed his hands around her human-size jeans and copped a chunk of her butt.

“Rocking little jacket!” he said. “And, my dear, did you bring a suit?”

“No,” Kath said.

“Nobody can be at an Irving Oberbach party and not go in the Jacuzz,” he said, pronouncing it like J’accuse! “It’s my only rule. Besides the other one, which is get drunk and party like a porno star. So first, those drinks.”

The Jacuzzi brand of spa tubs had only been introduced to the American consumer a year earlier, so Kath had no idea what he was talking about. Irving went back to the bar and disappeared beneath it. She heard him clanking around the shelves beneath the bar. When he reemerged, he had some good news and some bad news.

“The bag of ice has melted,” he said. “But that means I slipped some extra Bacardi in these Coca-Colas.”

He produced two drinks, one in a vintage cut-glass chalice and the other in a Styrofoam cup.

“I know which one I’m taking,” Kath said.

“My mom didn’t want her wedding crystalware anymore,” he said. “But people keep shattering it. We’re down to a few highball glasses and a couple of brandy bowls.”

Irv took one sip from each cup to show her that each drink was mixed to the same standard, then cheersed himself. He handed her the Styrofoam cup. Now they cheersed, then he made a suggestion. “Come upstairs with me.”

She hesitated for a moment. Kath had never met anyone who flitted from one mood, one topic, one floor to the next as quickly as Irv did. He’d left her hesitant and horned up, chafed by wind and seared by metal, childlike under a layer of cadmium-based purple eyeshadow.

“Who do you take me for?” Irv asked, throwing his hands up. “Nothing untoward, little miss. I got a drawer up in keeper’s quarters for this exact flavor of bikini emergency.” He extended his hand to hers. Wrong one.

“You burnt that one, remember? Try the other.”

He did. “And remind me of your name again, love?”

“For fuck’s sake, you overgrown little needlepointed nephew bitch. You want me to put my name tag back on and make you dinner?” she said, releasing his hand.

“You fell for it!” Irv said. “I can’t believe you fell for it. Of course, Kath. Kath, Kath, Kath.”

“And I was joking, too,” Kath said, then giggled like the schoolgirl she was between 8 a.m. and 3 p.m.

Irv led Kath past the KEEP IT MOVING sign and into his cylindrical bedroom on the second floor. The staircase continued without them another three stories, past his bedroom, past the observation room, and all the way up to the lantern room balcony. Heat rose, and the air in Irv’s sleeping quarters smelled of all four humors. Soup cans and glass bottles trashed the cement floor, which was stamped with a bloody footprint on the plus-one side of the mattress. A dirty throw pillow with a cross-stitched fly-fishing lure on its face was Irv’s only place to rest his head at night, but his bed linens were of a sumptuous thread count.

Kath sat on the edge of the mattress as Irv hummed along to the transistor radio while rummaging inside a low dresser, each of whose drawers was painted with a baby blue anchor. A matching floor mirror stood just four feet high. A desk with a plaque that originally read COMMODORE FOR A DAY had been shoved into a rounded corner. Most of the letters had been scratched out to say COD RE F DAY, a fishing competition Kath invented in her mind. All this must have been furniture from his boyhood bedroom.

“So, do you like boats?” she asked stupidly.

Irv didn’t hear the question. He was on a dig, and every few seconds he tossed a keepsake aside. A green silk tie, a telephone handset cord, a pretend bayonet, and a beginner’s mind Zen manual fell at his feet. Finally, he held up a white triangle top by the straps and calculated some volume equations in his head.

“Think you’re an L?” Irv asked.

“Probably more of an M, but it’ll work,” she said, and he tossed her the suit. “Is this a wool bikini?”

“Totally,” he said. “Keeps the titties warm.”

He scrounged around in the drawer below, pulled out a matching set of bottoms, and pointed Kath to a plastic paisley shower curtain held up by a tension rod. The plastic billowed as if an open window lay just beyond it.

“You can change in the bathroom. Don’t fall in,” Irv told her.

“Did you move the bathroom door down to the entryway?” Kath asked, but he was already gone.

The privy beyond the shower curtain turned out to be a bathroom annex built long ago off Irv’s bedroom, a stone barnacle clinging to the lighthouse’s tower thirty-five feet above Lake Michigan. It contained only a sink, whose steel basin was streaked with green toothpaste and the high-fiber sinew that had laced itself between Irv’s molars earlier that day, and a toilet, which sang a high soprano as wind ran arpeggios through its shit-splattered bowl. Kath stared down its six-inch-wide abyss and stepped away. Waves sloshed beneath the poop hole. She’d had too much to drink to be so close to an open-air mineshaft that emptied directly into Lake Michigan.

Kath removed Marcy’s pants jacket and layered the crocheted top over her turtleneck. She hoisted her chest on the sink to the cloudy medicine cabinet mirror and hated what she saw. The jacket went back on. She wanted to lie down on the floor, but it was covered in a mantle of sticky sand. Irv had hung a single towel, monogrammed and probably once blue, and just large enough for her to unfold wall-to-wall and lie on as she got into the fetal position. She sniffed at the bathing suit bottoms, preworn with a saltine smell rooted deeply in the crotch piece. They’d never fit. Kath had small tits and wide hips and a butt crack that measured two and a quarter inches higher than Marcy’s when they’d last compared them.

The shower curtain rings rasped against the crooked tension rod, then Marcy was standing above Kath with the pique of a harpy in her eyes. Oh, yeah. Kath had meant to go find Marcy in the bathroom but she’d gotten sidelined, appraising how it felt to be a different type of person.

“We’re going,” Marcy said, poking Kath with her toe.

“We can’t just go. We’re in the middle of a lake,” Kath said, though they were less than four hundred yards from shore. She did feel some satisfaction that Marcy was the first to surrender to the suburbs.

“I’ve just spoken to the uncle man, and he’s taking another boatload back in ten. If we’re not on it, we’ll be stuck here at least another hour.”

“There’s a lot here I’d still like to get done,” Kath said.

“On the towel?”

“I’m only down here to think.”

“Get up. I want to leave,” Marcy said.

“Why?”

“Because Irv’s little ping-pong friend Garth is mentally disturbed in a psychosexual sense.”

“He told you his name was Gareth,” Kath said.

“That isn’t the point. He’s a deviant. You want to know what he whispered so near to my ear that I could smell his cavities before you started screaming your head off about Tampax?”

“What?”

“He said he wanted to set sail on My Lady Clam in the butler’s pantry.”

“Like the boat.”

“Yeah, dummy. Keep up.”

“Why would that make you cry?” Kath asked. “It’s not even clever.”

“Because he scared me, Kath. I don’t know why the fuck you would need that explained to you. We’re stuck on an island at the mercy of a guy who gets off on making girls call him ‘Uncle Jimmy’ and who could snap from shell shock at any second,” Marcy said.

Kath sighed, and a tablespoon or so of rising bile surprised her. She sat up and pulled her knees to her chest.

Marcy continued, “And there’s no food here and you’ve had forty beers, and what if Garth and the uncle and Irving, who picks up girls who work at McDonald’s, want to do something sick to you?”

“I’m fine,” Kath said. “And Gareth was complimenting you.”

Marcy shook her head. “Not all attention is good attention, and you just sold me out in front of a bunch of cornball frat boys because you understood the rules of a game for the first time in your life.”

“Can you please just talk to another guy instead and let me live?”

“No, I’m here because you are, and I don’t want to talk to any of these people. They’re old and they’re nasty and they’re freakish.”

“Kinda like Dickie,” Kath said.

“What does that mean?”

“Nothing. Just that some consider him to be a sad prize.”

“That is the rudest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

“It’s not even close to the rudest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

“Oh, fuck off, Kath. You know that your Irving guy grazed my lower back and told me he had a bikini for me to try on.”

“I don’t think that was personal.” Kath pulled the sides of Marcy’s jacket closer together to conceal her little woolen number. She fought back tears as she tried to close the top two buttons.

“Are you crying now, Kath?” Marcy said. “Jesus.” She told Kath to scooch over so that she could fit on the towel, too. Now they were picnicking.

Footsteps paired with labored middle-aged breathing stomped up the spiral stairs just below them. Marcy wiped at Kath’s undereyes again like she had in the car.

“It’s okay. Tell me, why are you crying?”

Kath was crying because Marcy was angry with her, and Kath knew crying would make Marcy less mad. But also, crying feels good. I spend my life picking fights and skinning my knees just to have more opportunities to do it.

“I thought I was brave for even coming and that I was owed something from Irv for burning my hand and then he forgot who I was and now he’s also asking you if you want a bikini, too, and I want to go home because my hand hurts so bad, but I need to make him remember me so that I can become new and free.”

“And staying tonight is going to help you accomplish that?”

“Obviously!” Kath yelled.

“Okay! Okay. I’ll do whatever you want. For one more hour.”

A pig-squeal giggle cut through their conversation. Now Irving was crowding the doorframe, the shower curtain fluttering behind him like a cloak, accompanied by the pigtailed girl from earlier. She had changed out of her minidress and was now wearing an oversize T-shirt from Wisconsin Dells and a captain’s hat.

“Up to no good, I’m sure?” Irving asked Marcy and Kath. Adult men always think that when girls go to the bathroom together, they’re doing something sexy, when more typically, one is crying and the other is plotting a contingency plan, if they’re not reading horoscopes.

“Admiring the toilet,” Kath said.

“The Tower of London has an identical one,” Irv said. “Tippi and I were going to take a breather in the privy, but now that we’re all here, why don’t we head to the bedroom? This is Tippi.”

“We’ve met,” Kath said.

Tippi plugged her nose and swam.

“And who is your lovely buddy down there?” Irv asked.

“That’s Marcy,” Kath said.

“Does she speak?” he said.

“No, she doesn’t,” Marcy said.

Still in the doorframe, Irv pulled a glass vial filled with a salty substance from the pocket of his swim trunks and tapped it so the contents bounced. Kath hadn’t ever seen drugs like this in person before. Only pills and that was just yesterday. He patted his pocket again and produced a boat key on a floatable rubber key chain, the marshmallowy kind that would be so satisfying to bite down on, with a marina’s name and number printed on the side. His key rooted around in the dust and extracted a small lump, which he held out for Tippi, who sucked it up her left nostril.

“There’s enough for everyone,” Irv said. He dipped the key once more and held it out to Kath.

“Is that goofballs?” Kath asked. Barbiturates, she meant.

“Oh my god, you’re cute,” Tippi said. “You’re like twelve! You’re like my baby sister.”

“It’s cocaine,” Marcy whispered to Kath. “Don’t do that, your heart will explode.”

It was no big deal. Sarah inhaled like ten times as much Sweet’N Low on every bun she ate. Kath stuck the key up her nose, too far, deep enough to hit a sinus. Nothing happened.

“You have to suck it up,” Irving said.

This time, Kath inhaled, and her eyes watered. She sputtered.

“Are you okay?” Marcy asked.

“Yeah,” Kath said. “I was okay before you got here, and I’ll be okay after, too.”

Marcy stood up, pushed past Irving and Tippi, and made for the staircase. On the third step down, she turned around. “Kath, if you’re not in a life jacket and on My Lady Clam in fifty-five minutes, I’m leaving without you. Good luck becoming the person you want to be next to the toilet.”

“Who invited the big bummer?” Tippi asked.

Irving laughed. “Ooh, somebody’s mad at you, Kath,” he said in a singsong voice.

“Your friends are ill-mannered, and your home is a waste of a good idea,” Marcy spoke directly to Irv before she retreated down the stairs and disappeared from their view.

“Let’s see how the bikini fits,” he said, and Kath called him a dirty old man. They laughed and laughed and laughed.

The three of them—Kath, Tippi, and Irv—moved the breather to the bedroom and then downstairs to the bar. Irv cherry-picked three of his guests to kick out of his hallowed Jacuzzi to make room for him and his girls. Kath kept her tights rolled up high above her belly button and Marcy’s denim jacket buttoned as she sat on the rim. Tippi French braided her hair and let her try on the captain’s hat. They swapped the peaked cap between their heads several times until Irv crowned his own with it and asked them to respect his expensive belongings. Marcy spent fifteen minutes seething on Irv’s lawn chair under the inflatable palm tree, the only seat in the front room that wasn’t underwater. By minute sixteen, she’d seen enough and fled for the kitchen again.

I didn’t grow up fast like Kath did, so I can’t accurately relay what all that felt like in a rookie body. I was like twenty-four when I tried anything that wasn’t beer or weed, long after they lost the War on Drugs and a few years before fentanyl. I had an internet phone to read up on ketamine’s interactions with an experimental, twice-daily antidepressant that’s just Wellbutrin and powdered Robitussin in pill form. The world had never been safer. I knew my rights, and Tony Pampaloni was on retainer.

With thirty-five minutes before Kath’s ass was due in the nav suite, Irving streaked from the Jacuzzi to the bar for another drink, swinging his pendulous ball sack as Kath checked him out from behind. She didn’t understand what she was seeing, nor could she do the math on how the scrotum could be barbed and beefy at the same time. As soon as Irv got back in the tub, they passed the bottle around, and Kath identified a fullness in her stomach where she’d only ever felt hunger before. She plunged her bad hand in the tub, and the chemicals burned. Stupid idea, all her fault, like stubbing a toe.

“Now your gauze is all wet,” Irv said.

Marcy reappeared standing beside Uncle Jimmy and wearing his second puffer jacket, as he announced that the last boat of the night was headed out. All aboard.

Kath moaned that she didn’t want to leave. She hadn’t seen the lantern on top of the lighthouse yet.

“Me, neither,” Tippi said.

“You’re always welcome back,” Irving said to the tub. “Hell, you can move in.”

Kath was still a child who would take men with headwear that commanded authority at their word. The rest of that first lighthouse party only snaps back to her mind in spurts and flurries, and even the abridged edition is painful for me to hear. I don’t want to know about my mother facilitating sex with a guy twenty years older than her by stealing his hat. I also don’t like to hear that she felt insecure in her outfit, which she’d taken so much care to select, in front of the boy she likes, even if he’s that same guy.

Now, on her bed, Kath asks me why in the hell I’m crying. I tell her I’ve been thinking about how the whole project of human existence is to set out to reverse the follies of the generation before and instead we replicate identical outcomes over and over and over and over again.

“Maybe that’s your project, but it’s not everyone’s,” she says. “I respected the generation that came before me.”

“No,” I say. “You respected two generations before you.”

“But my mother was crazy.” She’s talking about Katarina 1, who isn’t a part of this story.

“And wasn’t her mother, too?”

“It was an almshouse,” she says defensively. “Not a sanitarium.”
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Their Legacy



June 1915, Liverpool, Chicagoland

Perhaps it was the antiquity of the British English in the letter sent from Nigel Browning, the almshouse proprietor keeping one eye on Fanny as the Lusitania sank, that snookered Sarah’s expectations for the sort of facility he ran. You or I might better recognize the man as a politically influential slumlord who operated a handful of panopticon-style pauper bastilles with little incentive to upgrade to twentieth-century standards because of his arrangement with the Liverpool City Police. He cleared the sidewalks of lunatic street urchins and let them rooms in exchange for labor, and the constable looked the other way when three of Browning’s rookeries burnt to the ground within an hour of each other. Fortunately, he was insured, god save the king.

When Sarah stepped into the shabby vestibule, a teenage nurse in a pink pinafore was trimming a doctor’s mustache as a second man in full tweed guided her hand. A boyish journalist with a Kodak stood by, absentmindedly looping a length of magnesium ribbon, a highly flammable tool for flash photography, into bunny ears. He raised his camera expectantly as Sarah approached, evaluated her face, and lowered his instrument again.

“Are you looking for work and do you have a habit of inebriety?” the tweed man asked her.

“I’m looking for Fanny Mounsey, I hope,” she said with her new shiver.

The photographer activated his flash, the Nightingale shoved the scissors into her apron so fast that she drew blood from her thigh, and the man in tweed and the doctor each took one of Sarah’s trembling hands and shook her hello. Mr. Browning and his psychiatrist bro, Dr. Wakefield, who would be overseeing the reunion, were pleased to make her acquaintance.

“We’ve been waiting long enough, ha ha!” Mr. Browning said.

As they whisked her up two flights of stairs and down L-shaped corridors to the room where Fanny was being held, Sarah was flattered by all the international attention. The journo asked her probing questions such as “How is your last name spelt?” and “It’s rather drafty in here, no?” with an accent she could get used to. The weather in Liverpool was still wet and damp, but Browning had turned the coal-fired boiler off weeks ago.

“M-O-U-N-S-E-Y. And if you’re offering to take me for a cup of tea, I’ve but one task to attend to first,” Sarah said through chattering teeth. A freshly minted sea widow, Sarah batted her eyelashes, now long and brittle like beaver tails, a hyperspeed adaptation to days spent exposed. She was flirting and freezing. A millimeter of muted gray-green hair had come to line her white scalp since the wreck.

With those questions answered, the American had done all that was asked of her besides open the door to the patient’s room. Sarah couldn’t do that until she’d thought of a first line of dialogue to break the ice. The Lusitania’s weak core had made widows of both Sarah and Fanny on the same day, which could provide excellent conversational fodder if they ran through civilities too quickly. But now, in this haunted hallway covered in a curtain of mold spores, where a madwoman bleated or farted behind every deadbolted door, the topic seemed too gloomy. If her mother was as grouchy as Browning’s letter implied, then Sarah would have to shoulder the heft of their conversation, which would make her the loser of the Mounseys’ private arms race. Parting words between mother and daughter, rather than spoken in anger, had not been exchanged at all. A six-month stalemate of silence had ensnared Sarah and Fanny before the Empress went down.

The reasons for their standoff barely seem worth mentioning so many years later, especially because Dag, the catalyst for their disagreement, never got on the boat. Fanny had hurt Sarah by inviting only Dag on the holiday. Sarah didn’t want to spend any more time with her mother; she simply wanted Fanny to admit that she loved Dag more. Fanny refused to concede to such an accusation. Dag had asked to go to Cumberland. Sarah had not. And yes, she enjoyed her older daughter’s company better, but that had nothing to do with devotion. Fanny’s responsibility as a mother was to encourage the newly married Sarah to remember the sacred courthouse vow she’d made to consummate their nuptials on at least three different occasions in the window of time it would take a cruise liner to cross the Atlantic twice. Fanny also believed that Sarah took her good health for granted. She was still sturdy at that point, thick legged and capable. Poor Dag would always be comely, but she would never be resilient like her baby sister, their mother said. Surmising that she was on the cusp of international celebrity for her reluctant heroism, Sarah would never admit to herself that her resentment toward her mother had ballooned as each leg of the Fanny retrieval ordeal grew more inconvenient. Everyone else she knew was dead now, so she redirected that anger onto her sister. Sarah ruminated on what revenge she could wallop on Dag, should she ever see her again, when the doctor prodded her out of phantasy.

“Mrs. Evans?” he asked. “You’ll want to give that doorknob there a jigger and a gentle push.”

Browning referred to Sarah by her married name, which she’d forgotten how to respond to. For the first time since leaving Chicagoland, Sarah brooded over the identity of the woman preserved in ice beyond the door. Her father, bludgeoned now at the bottom of the ocean with only the marine current to debride his head wounds, had been so certain that the woman in the photo was his darling. Now that he was dead, though, Billo’s avowal no longer seemed so airtight. What of the cleaning woman Kate Fitzpatrick’s employment record pinned to the inner thigh of the castaway’s undergarment? Was it not more likely that an insolvent Irish maid had seized the underpants and fur off Fanny’s floating corpse than that Fanny had pilfered Kate’s employment record and shoved it under her skirt? In any event, Sarah was here now. She surprised herself by asking the photojournalist to wait in the hall so the family could have a private reunion. Mr. Browning, standing behind her, pointed at his own temple to signal to the newsboy that he had a steel-trap memory and unfettered access to any nook in this building. He would relay each story beat in time for the afternoon edition.

This woman, whose mug we’re all dying to get a load of, didn’t make much of a debut when Sarah opened the door. Standing a tiptoe’s length beyond the jamb, a respectful twenty feet from the bed frame, Sarah could only see a lumpen twin bed, unmade, pushed against a scuffed and oily wall. A flattened child’s plush toy was perched on a hay-stuffed pillow below leather and metal restraints dangling from the headboard. The same cuffs hung off the footboard. Mr. Browning and the doctor edged into the room behind Sarah, impelling her deeper into the chamber.

“Yoo hoo, how do you do? Loving company here, Mrs. Mounsey,” Mr. Browning sang out, and the stuffed toy came alive.

The beaver pounced from the pillow with a lip-mashing moan, then crashed to the floor snout-first. A human head lifted from where the pulped beaver, who once belonged to Fanny’s own mother, had just laid. Sarah couldn’t bear to look. She turned on her heel to retreat to the hallway, but now an army of curious women in filthy tunics, each institutionalized against her will free of charge, boxed her in. Rather than asking them to disperse and shuffle back to their rat holes, Dr. Wakefield looked right through them and held up one finger. The nurse who’d been trimming Browning’s mustache in the vestibule cut through the mass of women, dragging a heavy copper bucket into the bedroom.

Sarah rubbernecked when a moan brawled for sonic supremacy against a rattling chain. She saw Dr. Wakefield restrain the patient on her mattress with a chokehold tactic that the Chicago Police Department would ban in 1993. He strapped her left foot to the iron post of her bed, then he placed a cage-like device made of rope and leather over her head and fastened a buckle between her gums, which gagged her into silence. In that moment, Sarah shed her concern over whether this woman was her mother or not. The doctor’s methods were unacceptable.

“That will do, Dr. Wakefield,” she said.

“I understand this may look medieval, but this instrument is a thoroughly modern implement of my own design,” the doctor said. “I improved and perfected the tried-and-true scold’s bridle. Come closer, Mrs. Evans. I’ve arranged a demonstration to put your mind at ease.”

The nurse readied her copper pot at the woman’s bedside. With a nod from the doctor, she poured the bucket’s contents over the enshrouded head of the woman who might have been Fanny. The gag kept her silent, but Sarah could see how her face strained to moan.

“Convincing, no?” Dr. Wakefield asked.

“Why have you done such a thing?” Sarah asked. She picked up the beaver fur from the ground and laid it over the woman’s chest. She was grateful the woman’s eyes were closed now so she didn’t need to attempt eye contact.

“We only wished for you to see Mrs. Mounsey’s response to ice water,” the doctor said. “Look at the agitation she’s experiencing. Likely a reminder of her wreck.”

“Difficult to refute, that reaction of hers,” Browning added. “Haunting. Likely more so for family, isn’t it?”

“Do us a kindness and engage with her,” Browning said.

Sarah was at a loss for words. She cleared her throat and crouched next to the wetted bedside. “Hello, this is Sarah,” she said to the woman, patting her shackled leg twice.

“Speak on a matter that only family could understand,” the doctor suggested.

She racked her brain and offered her best.

“You’re an international sensation,” she said.

The woman in the bed opened her eyes, drugged half-moons. Her left lid twitched. Could have been a wink. Her languorous gaze blasted Sarah, who was already quivering, with a chill that had all the impact of walking into a craft beer cube at the back of a gas station in a good school district in late August. None of her crackerjack medical team could deny her style, even as they manacled her. The muzzle gouged red lines into her cheeks, and still she effused a neon shine, equal parts magenta and cyan. She had thrashed, ripped, and cuffed her gray gown to fashion a flattering sweetheart neckline with puff sleeves, and her fulsome head of hair looked to have been fortified by a bland but robust diet of algae and pickled green butter beans eaten from a silver bowl. She looked more childlike and more royal than the person Sarah remembered.

Fanny had always been winsome, though she accused her family of lying when they failed to acknowledge the ghostly defects she saw in herself. She could hardly stand in front of a shop window without puckering and downshifting her face in the reflection until it shifted to a shape more triangular. Every night of her twenty-seven- year marriage, except during the week of travel that killed her, Fanny applied homemade adhesive-backed craft paper patches to her face by candlelight so that her muscles didn’t move while she slept. As Browning had suggested in his letter, the healing arms of the St. Lawrence River must have cradled Fanny while she awaited rescue, soothing the laugh lines and chin droop that even the most gracefully aging battle.

“Mmm’f’f f’mmm mmm’mmm’f,” Fanny said.

“Will you unmuzzle her? I don’t quite understand what it is she intends to say,” Sarah asked.

“And you will not, unless you’re fluent in maladaptation. Mrs. Mounsey’s constitution is in psychological misery. An interesting case that merits further study,” the doctor said.

“But not here,” Browning said. “At home. With her family.”

“What’s happened to her?” Sarah asked.

“I am of the opinion that your mother is suspended in a state of hyperexcitation, as she will respond to benign questions which you or I may answer with a nod or shake of the head—pardon my literalism, madame—with an emotional discharge and exaggerated startle response,” the doctor said.

Sarah then asked what, exactly, had happened to her teeth.

“Teeth can succumb to frostbite,” the doctor told her. “An unfortunate consequence of gingival recession. A familial predisposition that you too suffer, I must assume?”

Sarah said nothing as she leaned closer, hoping an imaginary umbilical cord would sprout from her forehead to the patient’s, connecting them as mother and child.

The doctor grew impatient. “Do you not know your own mother?” he asked. “Do you need a look at her knickers to know it’s her?”

“I recognize her,” Sarah snapped.

“Today marks an emotional reunion, indeed,” Browning said. “And so many are so keen to hear the outcome of today’s happy meeting.”

Yes, of course, Sarah knew who this woman was.

“She’s yours, then? You’ll take her?” Browning said. He was starting to think Sarah was deaf, but she was just tired, cold, and ready to defect.

From Fanny’s bedside, Sarah nodded at the proprietor. “She is family.”

“How lovely!” Mr. Browning said. “Couldn’t be Irish?”

Sarah shook her head no.

Mr. Browning and Dr. Wakefield embraced. When the combustion of the photographer’s magnesium in the unventilated hallway triggered perturbation among the patients, the nurse hopped around, injecting each woman with a syringe of equanimity.

With the mob quelled, Sarah asked the teenager with the key ring to free Fanny’s head from its shackle, then open the medical chest so they could get some of the stuff in the syringe to go. The nurse provided enough scopolamine and morphine to get them back to America on a ship and threw the gag in there, too, just in case. Sarah signed Fanny Mounsey out of the almshouse like a sick first grader from the school nurse’s office. She posted a last-minute letter to the president of the temperance union, who’d plucked her a goose in a past life, to alert the organization of her and Fanny’s modified return date, then collapsed onto Fanny’s cot to await an ambulette to the shipyard. The photographer captured everything. Two hours later, boy thieves dressed as dockworkers hustled the camera out of his hand, bashed in his head with it, kicked his body into the River Mersey, and ran off with a piece of sophisticated equipment they never learned how to use. The negatives were never recovered.

As they were rolled outside, Fanny and Sarah bound themselves together with the beaver stole and covered their eyes from the painful daytime blue. In the vehicle, twilight sleep took hold, and they were double-stretchered into a steerage cabin. Unconsciousness was the treatment plan for the next two weeks. Each time one of them woke, she’d inject herself and the other with a higher dose. The final ship didn’t sink, though that third time’s a charm element would have made for an excellent story, maybe better than this one.

When the Mounsey women arrived in New York City after their insensate boat trip, the American Red Cross escorted them from the West Side piers to a steam engine that would carry them to whistlestops in midsize cities across the great North, their first official road show. But alas, the Mounseys had no momager to dole out go-go juice, and their medical-grade sleepiness foiled their goodwill tour. Sarah and Fanny missed all eight jamborees arranged in their honor at train stops across the Alleghenies. Rust Belt mayors never forgave them, which Kath claims was a crucial reason they never gained much notoriety outside of the Midwest. They were not yet accomplished enough to be inducted into the pantheon of Illinois folk heroes like Mary Todd, Casimir Pulaski, or the Obama daughter who smokes cigs, but they were relatively young, shared a tube of lipstick and a kohl eye pencil, and each brimmed with the potential of local legend status.

The locomotive slowed toward its logical conclusion ten miles from their hometown station. Sarah, finally awake, fussed over her looks. Though her undergarments fit less snugly and she was well on her way to becoming the kind of beleaguered waif she’d dreamed about growing up and into during her childhood, she wished she looked prettier for her stateside reappearance. Her hand was too unsteady to apply color to the ill-defined borders of her thin lips, and she felt frumpy and faded next to Fanny, who was one hot ticket. Too hot, Sarah worried. The welts from Fanny’s scold’s bridle had melted from her face in transit, and she woke up with better sculpted cheekbones. Sarah took a slug of whiskey from the cut-glass decanter of their luxury sleeper cabin to steady her hand and sculpted wrinkles onto her mother’s forehead to replace the ones she’d lost in the ocean, then contoured her cheeks into sunken trenches. Rye flicked into Fanny’s eyeballs gave her the rashy red appearance of sleeplessness.

With three miles left to go, Sarah exhibited Fanny in the window of their car. To Sarah’s delight, a parade of well-wishers had congregated on both sides of the tracks, ready to receive their survivors. The spectacle of a town rallying around Sarah’s dauntlessness moved her to awed stillness, though the canvas banners held high above heads propounded explicit, often evangelical, words of enthusiasm specifically for Fanny’s reincarnation. Sarah didn’t know if Fanny could still read, but she chose not to point out the signs.

When the train slowed, Sarah stepped upon the observation car’s open-air balcony to greet her flock. Sarah waited for the photographer in the crowd to finish fussing with his large-format press camera before speaking. She posed in his direction, and after the satisfying zipt! rang out from the crowd, she started reciting the few words she’d prepared on the train between Battle Creek, Michigan, and South Bend, Indiana. After, she planned to bring out Fanny.

“Haloed by laurel wreaths forged from carved shell casings and cold-water seaweed dropped from the covetous beaks of liver birds, a family was delivered from the sea,” she speechified, then shivered.

Without having had time to accustom herself to the deterioration of her voice, those bonny words were all she could manage. Sarah had prepared five hundred more, all hand selected the audience the impression that she traveled with a waterproof Bible. An uproar in the audience cut her short. She thought she’d moved them to delirium, and she saluted the masses to thank them for their empathy. When the swell of shouts gave way to the wee-oh of municipal sirens, Sarah’s practiced, unpresuming smile hardened. She slowly backed away from the balcony, then dashed into their cabin to remove Fanny from the window. On the tracks below, the photographer prepared a second snapshot. Sarah seized the beaver pelt from Fanny and stretched it over her head just as the camera clicked. Then Sarah dragged her mother through each railroad car until they found a hiding place in the first-class coat closet, so as to create enough distance between any number of her and Fanny’s undisclosed legal transgressions, for which she was sure they were being apprehended, and the authorities.

Sarah was disheartened when after an hour nobody had come to look for them. She gave herself and Fanny up to a train porter who didn’t have any idea who they were or what they were still doing in there. Nobody was pursuing the Mounseys. They learned too late that the bustling assemblage at the tracks included a six-year-old cherub named Pip, born with one ear, which her loving mother covered with a strategic bonnet each morning of her happy life. Their youngest fan lost contact with her mother’s slick hand among the crushing congress of adult bodies, many wearing padded crinolines in the early summer heat well before the dawn of non-lead-based deodorants. Pip, alone and three feet tall in the rank, whishing multitude, called out for mother. Mother called back for her, but the train whistle was too fervent. Thinking smart, the girl attempted to flee to the park on the south side of the tracks, where she and her mother often played on the swing sets. She didn’t look both ways. The train carrying Fanny and Sarah struck and killed Pip.

Officers of the law expropriated the horse-drawn carriage meant to carry Fanny and Sarah down Main Street to transport Pip’s grieving mother, her daughter limp across her lap, to the town hospital. Sarah never finished her homily, hundreds of pounds of unthrown ticker tape wadded in trouser pockets, and nobody paid for the Mounseys’ taxi home. The temperance union never contacted Sarah again. Still, some good came out of the day. When the Tribune published their article about the fatal parade, Sarah’s photo made the front page of the paper. Fanny’s, too, though her head was blocked.

Following the incident that led to spritely Pip’s demise, the pious people whom Sarah had hoped to win over openly speculated that the matriarch’s resurrection and the subsequent sacrifice of young blood was the work of the occult. More reasonable neighbors refused to believe the hearsay: There’s no chance a mousy gentlewoman like Sarah Mounsey could beguile a notorious lady-killing lothario like Lucifer. Her older sister, Dag, the more beautiful of the two? Perhaps. But not Sarah.

Sarah heard the speculation but couldn’t make sense of it: A grubby metaphysical exchange of an innocent like Pip for a forty-six-year-old with whom Sarah didn’t have much in common would never be the sort of bargain she’d drive. If she could command such sorcery, she’d use it to force wayward Dag back into her life and torture her for disappearing. But the scandal didn’t bother her, because with little Pip’s ascendency came the disremembering of Kate Fitzpatrick, the Irish cleaning woman in Fanny’s chemise. Only once, early on, was Sarah asked about Fitzpatrick’s fate, and she was overjoyed to fabricate that she had been found safe, dry, and operating her own home cleaning business with her mother in the rolling hills of Skibbereen.
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My Inheritance



August 3, This Year


1.

We can’t find the flashlight. Kath looks down my throat with the assistance of a winter dog-walking beanie implanted with a flashing LED chip. Unable to locate my sternum, she suggests I call Dr. Dan. I boo. In middle school, this ear, nose, and throat specialist stuck a fairy-size garden spade up my nasal cavity, and I bled for hours. He’s Mr. Dan to me until he earns back the respect he lost. Kath has no memory of anything like that happening. She calls his office, and he happens to have a cancellation.

In his waiting room, everything’s the same as it was in 2003. Glacier star quilts bolted to the walls buckle under their own weight, and I can guess the answers to all the riddles in Highlights for Children. There’s an old framed needlepoint on the reception desk featuring an unlicensed Garfield cartoon. Above his head in a thought bubble: “Don’t take life too seriously. You will never get out of it alive.”

When my name is called, I cross paths with the man himself on my way to the exam room.

“Hello there, Kathy,” he says. Mr. Dan has been one hundred and three years old since I was twelve, but when he sees me and thinks I am my mother, I understand he has grown infirm and bewildered. I try to picture what my childhood would have been like if Kath went by Kathy.

A medical assistant says a quick hello without looking at me and scans my chart. “Ha!” she says. “Claire Carusillo, alive and in the flesh?”

“Oh yeah!” I say. A newsletter reader?

“It’s Chandra Janklin. Well, Chandra Singer Janklin now,” she says, yanking off her mask. “You’re all grown, aren’t you?” No mention of some beauty I may have acquired in the decade-plus since she’s seen me.

Growing up, Chandra lived down the street from us with an anonymous husband and two daughters. I can’t remember the older one’s name, but I know she drove a Mini Cooper pickup truck with a giant Red Bull can jutting from the bed and had a thirty-year-old boyfriend. Her other daughter was my age, one of eight girls named Claire I grew up with. On the first day of tenth grade, she wore cat ears to school and faced punitive judgment for promoting an environment of sexuality from a dean who didn’t understand she was just a specific kind of goth.

“Mrs. Janklin, how the hell are you?” I ask.

“Just call me Chandra. Lost 230 pounds of Bob and the last name in my divorce.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I say.

“Don’t be sorry. I got half,” she says, rubbing the tips of her lavender-gloved fingers together. “I moved to the town houses south of I-55. You know, the new ones? They built a cute fake village there.”

“Lucky. Few women can say they live on top of a Sephora.”

“Exactly,” she says. “That’s right!”

Chandra laughs and laughs and laughs like I am hilarious. She fills me in on the last thirteen years with an economy I envy. She got divorced five years ago and retired from her job in a cosmetic laser clinic in this same building a month later, but she’ll sub in for some of the girls in the other office suites a few days a month. She’s only at Mr. Dan’s office for a week until his right-hand woman Gracie, who wears purple mascara to work, returns from Orlando.

“Gracie’s a dance mom now,” Chandra says as an explanation. “How’s Kath? She was such a hoot. We were all so terrified of her. Not me. Everyone else. Remember the bucket hat?”

“Outré fashion at that time,” I say, feeling guilty. On the day of our chorus recital to which she wore it, I told her I hated her.

Chandra asks me to take a sip of water from a waxy cup while she checks for a goiter. I coo, and she pokes my throat while telling me that in three days, she’s off for a four-day Caribbean cruise with her new boyfriend, both her daughters, their husbands, and her two grandbabies. It’s the first time they’ll all be together since her girls had a falling-out.

“What was the fight over?” I ask, then shake my head. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have asked that.”

She was going to tell me no matter what I said. Middle-aged women have always laid their worries bare to me because I know how to pander in good faith and ask follow-up questions. The obvious exception is Kath. It’s like pulling teeth with her.

“Missy, my older one, named her daughter August two years after my younger one, my own Clairey, named her son August,” Chandra says.

“Were they named after the same person?”

“No, my Claire found it on a baby-naming YouTube. And now they haven’t spoken in twenty months.”

“This is the craziest story I’ve ever heard,” I tell her.

It’s not even the craziest story I’ve heard in the last twenty-four hours, but I know that this feud among sisters will become the foundation of whatever psychological evils August the Elder and August the Younger inherit. I’m sure Chandra, a divorcée with a new lease on life and, in my estimation, a pretty good upper bleph job, knows that months of silence and petty schisms never age well. She needs to work out where it all went wrong for herself before her grandbabies come to her, searching for answers. I’m happy to listen.

“Hopefully it didn’t screw them up too bad. I don’t know,” she says. “My older sister’s name is Marguerite, and my middle name is Margaret. When we asked our father why they did that, it was like he never knew my middle name.”

“That’s so messed up.”

“God bless Dad wherever he is now,” Chandra says, looking up at the gypsum ceiling tiles. “But that made Peg and me feel interchangeable.”

“Who is Peg?”

“Peggy’s my sister,” she says, then perks up. “Anyway, the cruise is all-inclusive, and that includes liquor and a day trip to a private island where the staff takes the kids on a pirate treasure hunt, so their adults are free to party hardy and dump a pitcher of sangria down their bathing suit tops and whip them around like that soccer player woman if we freaking want to.”

She removes the glove from her hand and twirls it over her head like an imaginary string bikini. I’m laughing. The ceiling is so low in the exam room.

“Let me get this straight,” I say. “You’re gonna be topless, twirling your bikini in the air, in front of your boyfriend and your daughters and their husbands?”

I don’t mean to insinuate that Chandra is a loose girlfriend or an unfit mother-in-law. It’s fascinating how people act with their families. If Kath took her top off and swung it around or even went on a cruise, I would call it hypomania, dementia, or moral failure.

“Oh, sure,” Chandra says. “Every body is a beach body if it’s a body on the beach. You wanna come?”

“You know, I’d love to, but I can’t. My family’s cursed by open water,” I tell her.

“I get that.”

She’s showing me a picture on her phone of her boyfriend in a hot tub on her balcony overlooking the highway, pointing out how he has two nipples on the left side of his chest, when Mr. Dan walks by the open door.

He says “Ms. Chandra…” in a chiding tone, but he’s the one already running twenty-five minutes late.

“Sorry,” she whispers to me, but says nothing to Mr. Dan.

He disappears into the bathroom across the hallway with the doggy door for urine and feces collection. Chandra puts her phone away and looks at her clipboard, then gasps like she’s forgotten something. She asks if I’ve heard about what happened to Priya Silversmith, my classmate throughout elementary and high school, an all-ages, all-around tormentor who lived around the corner from both of our houses. She was tough. I still feared automated flush toilets when Priya and her girls were folding the elastic of their soccer shorts until their ass cheeks showed and drinking vodka out of jagged Dasani bottles in bathroom stalls.

“Did the young mothers in business group she’s always putting on the grid end up being a front for commercial sex trafficking?” I ask. These days she’s a realtor, but she was often posting pictures of herself and other young professional women with laminated come hither eyebrows in a business casual pageant lineup, ripe for plucking. I used to check in on Priya every month or so before she made her profile private.

“Her three-year-old son drowned in the creek last spring,” Chandra says, pointing her chin toward the forest preserve out the window.

“What? How?” I say, grabbing my chest. “Holy moly, Chandra.”

“From what I’ve heard, she let go of the little one’s hand to retie her older son’s sneakers, and he toddled to the edge of the river and fell in face first. For whatever reason, he didn’t cry.”

“The river must have been nearly dry, though?” I ask, as if laying out the facts will make it untrue. My chest aches.

“A kid who drowns in two inches of water is just as dead as one who drowns in twelve feet of water,” Chandra said.

“That’s awful. Poor Priya.”

“Bet you didn’t ever think you’d ever be saying that,” Chandra says. Priya had a reputation for cruelty, even among adults, though the only barb I can remember now is when we were learning about Picasso in sixth-grade Spanish, and she told everyone that our Spanish teacher, too, had a blue period, every month since she was thirteen. The comment seems more absurd than vicious in hindsight, creative even.

Then Mr. Dan walks in, officially twenty-eight minutes tardy, so Chandra and I can’t gossip anymore. He looks me up and down, and I regret wearing semi-sheer clamdigger pajama pants with a drop crotch and a Smiling Pizza T-shirt in front of my longest-standing enemy except Priya.

“So, your chart says you think you swallowed the flame of a candle? And now you believe that you’ve burnt your sternum?” Mr. Dan asks.

“I did swallow the flame of a candle,” I say, self-advocating like I read how to do on the internet. “And now my sternum is burnt.”

“Was it a dinner candle?”

“What’s a dinner candle?” I ask. A tea light or a taper? Or does he mean a Sterno flame over a chafing dish in a wedding tent?

“You know,” he says. “One on the dinner table.”

“It was a single wick votive made of regenerative coconut wax.”

“What did it smell like?” Chandra asks.

“Late March,” I say.

“Yum,” she says.

Mr. Dan looks inside my throat with a pen light for ten seconds and doesn’t even say hmm before informing me that there’s no sign of trauma to the uvula, adenoids, or vascular tissue.

“What about my pericardium?” I ask.

“Pen light doesn’t go that far,” he says as he lowers himself onto a rolly stool. “I don’t know that you really swallowed a flame. I think you got spooked. If the flame entered your mouth, your tongue’s moisture would have extinguished it, leaving nonscarring, superficial trauma. The scenario you’ve described allows for no possibility of an internal sternum injury.”

“But my chest burns,” I tell him.

“I will prescribe you an antacid for reflux, but it’ll probably be cheaper to swing by Walgreens and buy one over the counter,” he tells me, and then this hack, who hasn’t ever felt empathy toward another person in his life and doesn’t believe women, talks to me about managing stress at work, exercise, grapefruit juice, and Brazil nuts as I cry on the sweat-wet hygienic paper liner.

“Dick,” Chandra mouths behind his back.

I’m not crying over the burn. I’m crying over Priya. I never thought I’d feel sorry for her, not even if her husband lost all their money in a pump-and-dump crypto scheme or one of her work phones got run over by a motorized scooter, because once nineteen years ago she asked me if I cut myself shaving my goatee when I showed up to advisory with six picked pimples on my chin. I cradled the left side of my face for the rest of the school day and through dinner at home. After hours of this routine, Kath asked me why I was holding my chin, looking out the window all glum and ponderous like a little Victorian boy who had been told the weather was far too rough for sailing. She showed little sympathy when I told her what Priya said. Buck up, she told me. She said I could stand to be a little more like Fanny and Sarah in the face of indignity. They were sturdy enough to survive shipwrecks, and they proudly showed off their forever bluish skin across this great region. I learned the next morning at school, however, that Kath had called Priya’s mom the night before and said that while her daughter worked overtime to be the foremost enfant terrible of western Chicagoland, she would forever lack the mental adroitness required to impact anyone’s life.

Kath was my mother. Priya must have known I could handle any insult she discharged my way. I’m still alive and kicking, aren’t I? Mr. Dan can’t find a single thing wrong with me, and Priya’s son is dead. His name was Kai. I remember thinking, Wow, that’s a beautiful baby, when she shared a photo of him nursing the week he was born while she clicked around on a MacBook in her hospital bed, a young mother in business.

I’m angry that the girls from home didn’t mention anything to me about Priya, our onetime joint threat, in a group text. But I am not of their world anymore. They are all working mothers of infants and toddlers now, and they have a separate chain where conversation is only suitable for those who have given birth and can thus withstand higher titrations of euphoria and despair than I can. It’s okay. I have almost always wanted to be a writer instead of a parent. I’ve known people who have opened their legs wide to breach the threshold to motherdom and grown defter on the keyboard as a result, but I don’t know if I’m built like that. I can only write between 4 a.m. and 1 p.m., and those seem to be prime child-rearing hours, at least for the first decade. Lately, that schedule is hypothetical. For eight years, I was writing a book with no phones in it about a woman with dwindling prospects who is led to a gold mine in her backyard by a deer she befriends, but every time I’ve opened the doc recently, my computer crashes and freezes like it’s plowed into some big iceberg.

I consider an entente with Kath as I wait in the vestibule of the medical suites for her to pick me up. We agreed she would be here at 3:30, and my phone says it’s 3:35. By 3:45, she’s testing my benevolence.

??>>??? I text her.

I call her at 3:50, 3:51, and 3:52. At 3:53, I set off on foot to punish Kath for forgetting I’m alive. The walk home is a mile-and-a-half ping-pong across strip malls, where the big-box stores of my childhood were replaced first by escape rooms and then by walk-in dialysis centers. My phone says it’s ninety-four degrees outside, but it feels like ninety-eight. The sun is in no hurry to set. I can’t banish the image from my head of Priya’s son toddling toward the riverbank. Normally when I find myself stuck inside this deadly eddy of anxiety, I loosen my ponytail or eat a packaged hard-boiled egg and become regular again, but not today. I must see this creek for myself. I press the button to cross the intersection of Spring and York and then run across four lanes of traffic while the crosswalk tells me wait, wait, wait, wait.



2.

Despite my proximity for the last six months, I haven’t been in the forest preserve since Kath’s last Rhodesian, Argus, was alive. I remember Argus lapping at the receding water and my mother commanding him in German to stop because shrimp in the creek carry a strain of venereal disease, contagious and transmittable across species. I didn’t even know Illinois had shrimp that wasn’t batch-frozen and sold in bulk. As a teenager, I spent hours a day each summer running through the woodland trails, working to compact my body into a sinewy mystery shape that I thought would make me happy. That form never quite revealed herself, but at least I know my way around now. I cut through the parking lot, cross the bridge over the creek below a highway overpass, walk past the millhouse and the stagnant grist wheel, step into the bank of the dry creek, then head up a steep ravine that should be a waterfall.

Up here, I take in a panorama of cell towers camouflaged as pine trees, the lucky cloverleaf interchange on I-294, Mr. Dan’s office suites, the McDonald’s, and the chimney on the pitch of the Oberbach farmhouse’s roof downriver. Below me is a dry pit with sludgy garbage trapped in foliage around its banks. I wanted a prairie noir with yellow molars scattered around the withered splash zone, armed and autonomous drones, men with telephoto lenses in the marshland, and Goldie in the captain’s seat of a Coast Guard skiff dangling from a boat hoist, wearing a personal cooling device around her neck. Instead, I get the heartbreaking stench of forgotten flower stems in a vase of dirty water a month after Mother’s Day. I can’t even say with conviction that the horde of insects below me is biblical because I haven’t done enough research.

It’s 4:12, and I’m so mad at Kath that I message Goldie to ask her if she wants to meet up tomorrow. She hearts it.

At 4:13, Kath calls.

“Where the hell are you?” she says. “I’ve been waiting outside Mr. Dan’s for ten minutes.”

“You’re forty-two minutes late,” I say.

“There’s a lot going on. Where are you?”

“The creek,” I say ominously. Thee Creek.

“Be in the parking lot in two minutes,” she says and hangs up on me.

I stay on top of the waterfall’s brittle tongue rather than retreating so Kath finds me in this static scene on high, overlooking the site of senseless tragedy. I hope our shared likeness shores up something uncontrollable within her. All she’s told me is that she went to a party. I want the next part. I look out. Two cicadas fuck in the air, and when they land on my knee, I am permissive and shield my eyes while they finish. When I take my hand down, Howdy is galloping up the creek bed toward the dry waterfall, shrewd and collarless. He jumps up to me, and I try to grab him by the scruff, but the rocks are uneven under my Birkenstocks. He bobs, weaves, and gambols off the precipice. I ask him to get back over here, please, please, but instead he runs toward the wheel that killed Alma Oberbach and disappears under it.

I’m wailing without a game plan when Kath pulls into the parking lot and starts honking.

“The dog is loose and nude in the riverbed,” I scream at her car.

“What?” she yells out.

Kath can’t hear me. She calls me on the phone twice and I send it to voicemail twice. When she climbs out, Howdy reappears on the edge of the lot and swans up to her. She drops the medium drink in her hand to grab him. He almost acquiesces but fakes her out last-minute before running even farther downriver to the farmhouse. On his way, his tail thwacks the groin of a woman riding a motorized scooter over the paver stones.

“Don’t chase him!” I call out, but she’s already rolled past, watching a video on her phone.

Kath climbs the waterfall in wedge loafers, hollering out Wa! Wa! Wa!, the Korean word for “come,” but he doesn’t.

“What the hell, woman?” I say, crying hysterically.

“Sorry, sorry, I’m so sorry. I was getting ready to pick you up, and I couldn’t find the dog, and then I saw a hole in the porch screen. I don’t know when he got out.”

“We’re never going to catch him. He’s going to run away and die.”

Kath pulls me into an embrace and pats my back. Now we are two women hugging on a precipice.

“Have I ever let something like that happen?” she asks. “We’ll get him.”

She lets me scream for another two minutes, then pulls a whistle out from somewhere and toot-toots.

“Where did you get that?” I ask, and she does it again.

“He’s not a good listener,” I say.

All is silent except for the highway, until a colony of ferns on the other side of the riverbed starts rustling. He bounds forth from his savanna. A plastic bag in his mouth is flying like a windsock. He stops in front of the crag that we stand on, fishes something out of the bag, and gets to chomping.

“It’s a bone!” I yell. “He’s got a human mandible!”

Howdy has been leaving me clues all week, and this is his most categorical tip-off yet. Kath weaves a wide arc around the dog, then extends her charming right hand in an enchanté. He sniffs it, but he doesn’t drop the bone. I come around from the back and grab his haunches, which allows Kath to grab his jaw like he’s a Pomeranian-eating alligator in a golf course community. She yanks the blighted item from his mouth. It’s the clean remains of a buffalo chicken wing, not a man’s jaw.

We carry Howdy, leashless and untamed, back to the car. Her spilled drink, which she must have gotten at McDonald’s amid her frantic search for Howdy, has nearly evaporated on the pavement. Idling in the drive-thru for the second time in an hour, Kath alternates between admonishing and praising Howdy as he sits in her lap. In between the first and second window, Kath tells me I wasn’t standing even remotely close to where the body got dumped.



3.

Kath woke up on Saturday morning in a pair of pants that didn’t fit on a mattress she didn’t recognize. From the first moment of consciousness, a dragnet tarried across her forehead to seize the locus of her shame. When she sat up, her brow slammed against a wooden beam. Someone shhhed from above. She crumpled back into the foreign bedsheets to spot-check her crotch in the dark. Her underpants felt wet from sweat, but her hand encountered nothing bloody or unprecedented. The hangover might have killed her had she not the sense that she had somehow flourished in Irv’s Jacuzzi the night before. She knew she’d performed less well with Marcy on the floor of a latrine.

A door cracked open, and a pitiless slab of light flooded the room. Her world was on swivel, but Kath understood that she had left the lighthouse and slept on dry, flat land. The bright wedge of daytime expanded to reveal a coordinated bedroom set draped in heavy orange-and-pink polka-dotted fabric and a kelpie-size entity in silhouette.

“Come here,” a little girl said, approaching the bottom bunk to take hold of Kath’s dangling hand and guide her toward the fat brown scent of Jimmy Dean breakfast sausages.

Downstairs, a maternal type poked at the stove with a melamine spatula from behind a shuttered pony wall that allowed a clear line of sight into the front den. When the mama saw Kath and her escort on the landing, she abandoned her links and went through a set of saloon doors to greet them in the family room.

“Are the rumors true?” she asked, still holding her spatula. “Could this really be the world-famous Kath Mounsey?”

The woman looked exactly like Marcy would if someone had pressed down on Marcy’s skull and kept pushing until the squatter, wider, older version emerged. She couldn’t be anyone but Marcy’s mom.

“I’m Mrs. Lynch,” she said as she went in for a hug.

Unaccustomed to such intimacy and mindful that she might hurl on top of this woman’s widening scalp, Kath received the embrace with her head turned away from Mrs. Lynch’s.

“About darn time!” Mrs. Lynch said as she pulled away. She knelt to address the little girl who’d spirited Kath from the bottom bunk. “Thanks for bringing me a new buddy, Tina.”

Kath smiled mildly at the child, feeling out of place in the Lynch house, which was warm and well ventilated, the family room all butterscotch-yellow linoleum and red rugs softened by denim couches and plaid curtains.

“Tina is Dickie’s little girl,” Mrs. Lynch said. “You know him, right? Marcy’s guy?”

“I know Dickie,” Kath said.

“We love Dada, don’t we?” Mrs. Lynch asked the room.

She brought the girls into the kitchen and tonged each one a sausage link so that they didn’t starve to death before the breakfast casserole was out of the oven. When Tina left the kitchen with a half-full honey bear to function as a boyfriend to her bucket of Barbies, Kath tried to follow, but Mrs. Lynch stopped her.

“Sit and chat with me,” she said, patting at a seat at the kitchen table. “Juice?”

“Please,” Kath said.

Kath couldn’t remember if Marcy had intimated that she came from a fractured home or if she’d just assumed as much. She never would have suspected the bewildering domestic tableau she’d been drawn into by the sticky hand of youth: Marcy had a mother who made breakfast for her seventeen-year-old daughter’s boyfriend’s toddler daughter.

The laminate cladding of the Lynches’ contemporary kitchen was newfangled like a cartoon future, but the art that covered each wall was kitschy. A needlepoint angel flying Superman-style, an illustrated butter cookie recipe, and a shadowbox showcasing rare corncobs hung alongside elementary school portraits of Marcy and her older brother. An eight-and-a-half-by-eleven portrait of Dickie and Tina in front of a wooded photo studio backdrop looked like it had been recently added.

Mrs. Lynch handed Kath a glass of Hi-C exactly how she liked it, weak on top with two toothsome spoonfuls of undissolved crystals at the bottom, then she returned with a second sausage link.

“Tina stays with me while her Mama and Daddy are at work. She’s a real neat kid,” Mrs. Lynch said. “Need syrup?”

Tina did seem hearty, already healed from the toaster oven electrocution Marcy had mentioned the day before. Or had it been two days earlier? A week? Kath was disoriented. She didn’t know how she’d gotten back to the suburbs.

“Did Marcy tell you I was staying over?” Kath asked.

“She didn’t, but we’re always happy to have you. You girls got in late. Saw you two finished off the stroganoff on the stove?” Mrs. Lynch said. “Tell me, was it seasoned enough? It was a new recipe.”

“Yes, thank you,” Kath said. She didn’t remember the stew last night, but she couldn’t deny eating it. A smattering of brown gravy had crusted onto the hem of her turtleneck.

“I’m always hounding Marcy to invite you in for supper, but I know how busy you are.”

“I guess so.”

“She said you moved here to help your family out. She really admires you, you know, for the way you care for those sweet ladies around the clock.”

That wasn’t exactly the arrangement. Those sweet old ladies and their male consort hadn’t noticed that she’d left the night before, and Kath doubted they missed her now.

An egg timer buzzed, and Mrs. Lynch removed a cast iron pan from the oven and placed it on a trivet on the table as she called to Tina to come wash up.

She led both girls to an ivy-bordered powder room and squirted Dial soap into their hands, then hoisted Tina onto an upside-down bucket she took from the cabinet under the porcelain sink, where it was stored next to guest toothbrushes and an aerosol moth killer. Kath fiddled with the Ace bandage around her burnt hand, which excreted a sweet musty rot as she unraveled the damp gauze. Disgusting. She had no idea where Uncle Jimmy’s tube of silver was. Embarrassed, she rewrapped her hand and told Mrs. Lynch she wasn’t hungry.

Mrs. Lynch tut-tutted. Nonsense. She had noticed Kath’s bandage. “Geez Louise, what happened here?”

“I burnt my hand on a bun toaster at work.”

“Holy smokes. How about you let me change your dressing? Gauze can get funky in a few hours.”

Mrs. Lynch led Kath back to the kitchen table, roped Tina into a plastic high chair, then filled a silver mixing bowl with sink water. She reached for a carton of iodine salt from a pantry where breakfast cereals had been removed from their boxes and sorted into Tupperware with pour-spout lids and poured a couple seconds’ worth into the bowl. She stirred the saltwater with the butt of her spatula.

“Soak your hand for as long as you can stand it. It will smart a bit, fair warning, but it’s just saline,” Mrs. Lynch instructed, removing the rest of Kath’s bandage and lowering her hand into the water.

Kath looked the other way. “Is it really bad?” she asked. She peeked as Mrs. Lynch prodded at her palm with a short, clean fingernail.

“Nothing too dangerous, but it’s important to keep an eye on it, even if the situation isn’t critical,” she said. “Luckily, keeping the wound clean and dry is all you’ve got to do.”

“Thank you,” Kath said. “It’s really not necessary.”

“No matter. Before Marcy’s daddy swept me off my feet, I was an RN. A working girl. This was ten lifetimes ago.”

“Did you ever see anyone die?” Kath asked.

“Now, there’s a question nobody’s asked me before.”

“Sorry,” Kath said again. Gratuitous.

“No, it’s a good question. You’re a realist. Tina, shut your ears and sing the ABCs,” Mrs. Lynch said. “We don’t like to talk about grown-up subjects around her yet.”

Tina’s hands clamped around her ears.

“As a nurse? Yes, I saw that happen too many times to count,” Marcy’s mom said. “But you know, I was an air stewardess for two years before that. I flew Heathrow to O’Hare and back in a 747 every couple of days, and once over Nova Scotia, a gentleman in first class had an attack of the nerves so bad he convinced himself that he’d died. The other girls and I had to keep telling him, ‘Sir, you’re not in heaven. Not yet anyway. We’re only thirty-seven thousand feet up.’”

“Wow.”

“We placed a lit cigarette into his mouth to get him back to inhaling and exhaling normally, and luckily, the woman in the seat next to him traveled with a bottle of tranquilizers. He slept through touchdown,” Mrs. Lynch said. “The best triage training I ever had. Speaking of, any pain?”

“I don’t feel anything at all,” Kath said, agitating the water with open fingers.

“None? Wow, your mama raised a brave girl,” Mrs. Lynch said, then looked embarrassed, as if she’d made a faux pas by mentioning Kath’s mother. Kath hadn’t told Marcy much, and Marcy never asked for more information. She’d assumed Marcy wasn’t interested, but maybe her mother had taught her that it isn’t polite to pry.

“You were brave all by yourself,” Mrs. Lynch corrected herself.

She patted Kath on the shoulder, bandaged her up with fresh dressing, and brought her a slice of breakfast casserole on a cornflower-patterned plate. She had drawn a smiley face on top with ketchup. Kath ate firsts and seconds, then excused herself to the bathroom. When she came back, Mrs. Lynch had released Tina from her high chair and set her up on the couch in front of a cartoon. Kath should’ve left before Marcy woke up, but she didn’t stand up to leave after the first or second episode of an animated Harlem Globetrotters show, nor after a third cartoon about a cop dog whose name Kath can’t remember now. When Tina said she was hungry again, Mrs. Lynch produced blue plastic bowls of macaroni and cheese garnished with scissor-snipped cocktail weenies. For dessert, they ate microwaved canned peaches served over a liquefying dollop of Cool Whip. Kath was finishing off another glass of juice when Dickie’s Buick pulled into the driveway.

Kath hadn’t seen Dickie in a few months, not since he’d picked her and Marcy up from a ritual in the woods that Marcy insisted upon performing after she found an unused Our Lady of Guadalupe candle in the garbage outside of the grocery store. She’d wanted to bring back her grandmother who had died before she was born, but it didn’t work, even with an altar setup that also included a Dixie cup of salt, a beer can they filled with creek water, lemon incense, and a kitchen knife.

Dickie entered the den with the swagger of a heavyweight. He lifted Tina by the armpits and flipped her upside down as she chanted Dada Dick Dada Dick Dada Dick. When he put her down, she tottered to the couch, dizzy and giggling, and he turned his attention to Kath.

“Kath! How the hell are ya?” he asked. She liked Dickie, even if he was overearnest and had two jacked-up baby teeth in front. But compared to Irving, the seafaring debutant who’d asked her to move in, Dickie seemed like a boy.

“Hungry, Dickie?” Mrs. Lynch asked through the window at her kitchen station. “Want some mac?”

“Please,” Dickie said, flinging off his shiny work shoes. “Long morning. Book stuff.”

“Good for you, Dick.”

“Bookkeeping?” Kath asked.

“Nope, a book book. The clacking, typing, thinking kind of volume,” he said. “My boss brought me an old Underwood from the vault, and I’ve been working hard. Marce didn’t tell you?”

“Marcy doesn’t like to boast,” Mrs. Lynch said from her hole in the wall, without looking up from the cold hot dog she was cutting up over a bowl of congealed Kraft.

“About your robbery?” Kath asked.

“A political thriller,” Marcy’s mom answered for him as she brought the bowl to the coffee table. “Based on a true story.”

Dickie took a bite of macaroni and then put his hands over Tina’s ears. “It’s about the assassination,” he said. He pulled them away, leaving a bit of noodle in his daughter’s hair, which he picked out gingerly and handed to her. Tina popped it in her mouth.

“Of Lincoln?” Kath asked.

“No, wise guy,” he said. “Kennedy.”

“Which one?”

“The president. The fucking Cubans whacked his ass,” Dickie said, forgetting to cover Tina’s ears this time, but she wasn’t paying attention. She was now fingerpainting her arm with the milky peach juice leftover in the bottom of her bowl.

He groaned into a denim armchair across from the couch Kath sat on. “Listen to this, Kath,” he said, leaning over the coffee table. “Remember when I was a doorman on Wabash and Monroe in ’67?”

“No.” She was thirteen in 1967. She didn’t know men yet.

“Beautiful building,” Mrs. Lynch said. “Home to stockbrokers and weather girls.”

“You’ve been?” Kath asked.

“No, but Dick has told me this story.”

“Thank you, Ma,” Dickie said. “So, it’s Christmas Eve and some disgraced CIA kingpin is in town visiting third cousins. He had nowhere else to go. Exiled after taking the fall for Bay of Pigs.”

Again, Kath had no idea what Dickie was talking about, but he wasn’t looking for a dialogue. He continued.

“Big guy’s life is in the S-H-I-T-T-E-R when he staggers into my elevator. His wife’s sleeping around, his kids don’t respect him, and he’s got an axe to grind. And the guy gets so pissed on tainted White Russians that he’s about to die in my lobby, and he confesses it all on a stretcher to me as we wait for the ambulance.”

“What’s White Russians?” Tina asked, looking up from her canvas.

“Vodka, Kahlua, and heavy cream on ice,” Dickie said. “Anyway, he says that he was working with the guys who were working with Fidel the whole time.”

“And they poisoned his drink on Christmas?” Kath asked.

“Not that I know of. Expired dairy, I think.”

“I believe it,” she said, feeling generous. She was well-fed and properly hydrated, and nobody was moaning in the near distance, either. “Did he say who’s next?”

Dickie didn’t answer. He was bowled over by the sudden appearance of his child queen Marcy, walking down the stairs in a flannel nightgown. Tina screamed and clapped.

“Morning, ladybug,” Mrs. Lynch called out. “Casserole?”

“Morning,” Marcy said. She flashed a peace sign at Dickie.

“Hi, Marcy,” Kath said.

“Oh, hi, Katherine. I was hoping you’d choked on vomit or drowned in the shower until you died.”

That wasn’t even Kath’s name, and Marcy knew it.

“Marceline!” Mrs. Lynch said. “What did you just say to a guest in our home?”

“She’s not a guest. She’s just some girl whose life I saved.”

“That’s not how I remember it,” Kath said. Her recall of the night was admittedly spotty. Had Irv asked her to move in?

“You’re a dumb bitch, you know that? Pathetic,” Marcy said. She took the bowl out of Dickie’s hands and picked out weenies with her fingers.

“Stop that right now,” Mrs. Lynch said. “Tina is in the room. Kath, I’ve got to apologize on behalf of my daughter.”

“As do I, for my beloved,” Dickie said.

“Me me me,” Tina said.

“I speak for myself,” Marcy said. She popped a handful of hot dogs into her mouth.

“Marcy, go upstairs with Kath and don’t come down until you’ve talked it out and are friends again,” Mrs. Lynch said. “And Dick? You’re on garbage duty. Tina, nap time. And Kath, take a banana.”

Everyone genuflected to Mrs. Lynch’s soft power.

Upstairs, Marcy big-dogged Kath by climbing into the lower bunk that Kath had slept on, obligating Kath to climb the bunk ladder, ass on display and still ensconced in Marcy’s too-tight pants.

“Talk,” Marcy demanded from below.

“About what?” Kath asked. She stuck her finger into the splitting belly seam of a stuffed bear holding a plush basketball. She didn’t even know Marcy liked basketball. She had a lot of questions for her. Did Dickie live in Marcy’s parents’ house? Did Irv seem flirtatious with her last night?

“Fine,” Marcy said. “I’ll talk, and you’re not allowed to interrupt. Irving is not that sexy, and he’s not that rich. Whatever. Most people aren’t. You find him to be this sleek hot hunk for whatever reason. There’s no accounting for taste. But you let him treat you like shit. And so last night, a day after he burned your fucking hand off, you thought his attention meant you had been initiated into some club, and now you could treat me, your only friend, like garbage.”

“You were being annoying,” Kath said.

“Shut up. I told you not to talk,” Marcy said. “The Uncle told me what Irv did with the toaster. Listen to me. You sold out for free, and it’s too late to go back. Irv will never respect you, no matter how much you abuse me in a floating kitchen while I’m scared because some old guy was soliciting me for sex.”

“You treat me like shit constantly,” Kath said.

“That’s called messing around with friends.”

“It’s actually called you’re a fucking bitch all the time, but you’re pretty and skinny so nobody ever gets mad at you. And then you get to skip home to a mom who cooks and your sixty-year-old boyfriend with a toddler.”

“I know, Kath. You think the love of my life is a gross loser. But it’s only because Dick is kind to you, and you hate yourself so much that you suspect anyone who is nice to you for no reason is slumming it,” Marcy said.

“I don’t think he’s a gross loser. I thought you deserved better. Now I don’t care.”

“You were yukking it up hard with the guy down there about his JFK book, weren’t you, though? Well, guess what? Dickie sees all of you, especially the parts of you that you want dead, and so can my mom. And so can Tina. And Irv, too, even if you’re drunk and fucking with no lights on.”

“I didn’t fuck Irv!” Kath yelled.

“You wanted to, though. I was there. You thought if you could outlast every other girl at the party, he’d go for it,” Marcy said. “And there was a moment you were going to, but you stopped yourself because you didn’t think you deserved it. And watch your language. A child is downstairs.”

“She’s heard worse.”

“And where’s my jacket? It’s special. My aunt got it for me at a swap meet.”

“What jacket?”

“You know which jacket, Kath. If you lost it, I’ll fuck your whole life up,” Marcy said. She kicked the slats of the top bunk from below.

“You wouldn’t even know where to start,” Kath said.

“I’d do my research, and you’ll be praying to god for my mercy.”

“Aren’t you a pagan?”

“Yeah, and we control the weather. Now get the fuck out of my bunk bed. I don’t want to see you anymore.”

When Kath had woken up that morning, she’d been prepared to eat shit and apologize for whatever she had done to Marcy the night before. She was appreciative that Marcy had driven her to the harbor, and she would’ve groveled to win her back. But then Marcy came downstairs all pissy and malcontented, cutting short Kath’s peaceful morning in the Lynch home, and Kath was no longer sorry.

She unearthed herself from the coterie of rupturing teddies and bridged her hips. Marcy’s severity had revitalized the hangover that Mrs. Lynch had cured with 2,400 calories, and now every joint in Kath’s body felt bankrupt, nearing collapse. She scooted an inch at a time toward the bunk ladder, then ricocheted down. She missed the last few steps and fell to the carpet. The breakfast casserole jostled within her.

“Marcy?” Kath asked, forgoing her right to a profound and silent storm-off.

“What do you want?”

“I don’t feel good. I need to lay down for a minute.”

“Fine.”

“Don’t make me go back up the ladder.”

Marcy sighed. “Fine, but you’re not allowed to talk to me or touch me.” The mattress rasped as she shifted closer to the wall and cleared six inches for Kath to slide in next to her.

“And if you shit the bed, I will kill your ass dead.”

Kath lay on her side next to Marcy, who fell back asleep within minutes, her dreaming shallow and slick with betrayal, while Kath fought her nausea by making believe that she lived in this warm house with doughy couches and first aid kits, a real home where people encouraged one another’s stupid projects and took in strange children when they had nowhere else to go. Kath had been drinking the night before, and the neighbor’s lawn in late November was always going to look a shade greener. Ketchup’s tangier over here, too.

Some time later, a ruthless wedge of late afternoon sun woke Kath once more, and Tina beckoned from the door again.

“Come here,” the girl said.

“Me?” Kath asked Tina.

“You heard the woman,” Marcy said. “Shoo, shoo.”

Downstairs, Mrs. Lynch gave Kath a plastic bag of salt and a big hug, then Dickie drove her back to her own house. Tina wanted to come, too. On the five-minute trip, Dickie went into further detail on his work as his daughter cooed in his lap.

“My guy says they meant to snuff out Connally, too, but his fat A-S-S absorbed the B-U-L-L-E-T,” he said.



Sarah’s 1957 Pontiac, which she drove to Kmart twice a year, was parked in the alleyway instead of the garage when Dickie dropped Kath off. Ron was smoking on the front stoop, looking worse than she felt. His legal pad was face down on the pavement below the steps, and he ashed into a cracked-lipped Ronald McDonald collector’s edition juice cup that Kath had taken home from work.

“Were you named after him?” Kath asked Ron as she approached the front door, nodding to the lead-paint clown on his cup.

“I don’t know what you’re asking, and I’m not really in the mood to deal with your insolence today, Katarina,” Ron said.

“Same,” she said as she stepped over him. He kept talking, though.

“The S has hit the fan, and we’re out thousands of dollars,” Ron told her. “She’s moaning again.”
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Kath and Dad have a dinner I’m not invited to tonight, so I pull up the restaurant’s menu and ask them to bring me home a salumi platter and whatever dessert sounds good. While they’re gone, I intend to get some work done. I will return to Kath’s closet to look for the teeth and I will call the DNA password reset line, but first I turn the empty hot tub lights blue, have one puff of my vape, and lose an hour and a half clicking every bit of linked text on the Wikipedia page for Little Miss Lake Panasoffkee. The forensic facial reconstruction in her header photo is so unnerving that I have to change the tub’s interior lights to pink.

I take an over-the-counter antacid and look Marcy up. I learn she died a long time ago, more than a decade after she and Kath stopped speaking. She was diagnosed with metastatic colon cancer a month before her thirty-first birthday and lived for another year. Nothing to do with any of this, and no conclusive reason why besides the regular stuff of living—carcinogens in hot dogs, baked potatoes that went unscrubbed before hitting the microwave, dryer sheets, the moth killer under the powder room sink, all those tantalizing cigs, loose bologna, and hard luck. I find her digitized obituary online, but there’s only a broken image link where her photo should be.

Dickie’s book hasn’t dropped yet, but neither has mine. I find one forum dedicated to the Cold War mind control program MKUltra on which I believe Dickie may have left his declassified digital footprint. A commenter with the username richardsinovak43 posted twenty-four times between 2003 and 2015. Forty percent of his thoughts are not outrageous, and if he were younger and styled himself correctly, I could see myself agreeing with him in public. Further down the results page, I find his obit, too. He died during the pandemic, also from colon cancer. Then I search for Tina. I find a hyphenated woman named Christina Sinovak-Nguyen who’s got to be her. She runs a combination metaphysical rock shop/Australian brekkie café in Boise with her wife, who is from Melbourne.

I message Tina from the burner account I created to keep tabs on the girl who claims I tried to kill her with negligence. I stopped checking in on her content after I visited her in the hospital right before I moved back here. I hadn’t understood the severity of her illness until her mother posted a photo of her on a ventilator. Only a day before, I’d been relishing the reaction to her latest post about being a woman of color in tech. Every one of them was some variation of this ain’t it. She was white before she was blue.

As a conciliatory gesture, I sat by her bedside for an hour, even as the patient three feet away worked to pass a gallstone with the curtain divider half open. It was our first time meeting in real life, but she was unconscious—she’d been intubated for a week at that point because of excess silver build-up in her lungs. I hovered over her bed to confirm my hunch that she’d been overlaying her content with a bluish filter. Up close, she looked gray, which will happen to all of us if we’re lucky.

In my message to Tina, I write that I knew her father, a great man. On my main account, Goldie has followed up about meeting tomorrow. I agree to meet because Kath was particularly annoying today. I’m not going to rat her out. I just want to see what Goldie has to say. I suggest a patisserie in town for miniature beef bourguignons around noon. My treat. Goldie isn’t interested in French food. She wants to meet at sunrise in a parking garage in the fake town where Chandra lives above a Sephora.

Hours must have passed when I see the headlights of Dad’s car hit the screen porch and swerve toward the garage. Feeling guilty for corresponding with Goldie without asking my parents first, I climb out of the hot tub and leave my phone in the bedroom to charge so that no errant messages pop up on my screen when I’m in the same room as them. I enter the kitchen at the same time they do. Kath brings the meat plate and a melting tartufo with Chantilly cream in two boxes of upcycled corn plastic directly to the sink and begins spraying them with ammonium hydroxide for a streak-free finish.

“These shoddy corncycled to-go containers dripped olive oil and heavy cream all over Dad’s car,” Kath says, as if this is a problem for me to solve. I realize she’s drunk as she goes on about the merits of Styrofoam, which the governor, the one with the beached yacht lake house, took away from us along with plastic straws. My wide eyes plead with Dad not to blow up my spot. He knows I hid a box of bendy straws in the Swiss pharmacist’s cabinet in the formal dining room. Thankfully, he knows how to keep a secret and goes to bed without saying a word. I make a mental note to check its fifty-nine other drawers for teeth, but I’m a little bit stoned. I transfer the take-out containers and see a receipt stapled to the bag. The meal was paid for by an AmEx belonging to PAMPALONI/ANTHONY.

“You were at dinner with Tony Pampaloni, Esquire?” I ask.

“It was a social visit,” Kath tells me.

“He paid?”

She picks up the gelato ball with her hand and takes a bite. “What the fuck?” she says, spitting it into the garbage disposal. “This isn’t a meatball.” She reaches for the sink sprayer, which doesn’t work and hasn’t been replaced because I went to Walgreens one time for three hours.

“Are you okay?”

Kath raises one finger, instructing me to wait, wait, wait, wait, then grabs a bottle of Ice Mountain water from the fridge and drinks it in one go. She compacts the plastic into a forever baseball in her left hand and lets it fall into the trash.

“We’ve got to talk,” she says. “About the—” She pulls an invisible rope from the air in front of her and chokes herself with it. When I laugh, she says it’s not funny.
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The rest of Kath’s weekend was a total bust until Sunday afternoon, when Ron and Sarah’s aluminum-plated bond began to warp under high pressure. On Friday evening, when Kath was at the lighthouse, Ron had perfected the wording of his centenary flyer. Early on Saturday, he had taken Sarah’s car to the print shop again and spent the morning stapling corrected copies to telephone poles. A few hours later, Fanny rededicated herself to moaning, which would complicate some of the attestations Ron committed to three hundred additional sheets of bright orange copier paper. He promised a night of refreshments, oral tradition, immersive light and sound effects, and a daring water escape by Fanny Sewell Mounsey, the world’s oldest shipwreck survivor, on the occasion of her one-hundredth birthday.

Now Ron was panicking. He already had to cut out drinks and pyro since making his advertisement, and if Fanny insisted on keeping her mouth open wide in a simulated underwater environment, the ending prestige illusion wouldn’t hold up. Sarah told him she had Dr. Wakefield’s custom scold’s bridle somewhere in storage, but she was concerned that the audience might turn against her if they saw Fanny struggle against such an instrument. Their act wouldn’t work if the audience thought Sarah was a tormentor rather than a protector.

Ron double dosed his spoons with homegrown powder concoctions and shoved them into Fanny’s gob, certain that they’d helped her stop moaning once before and they would again. Then he demanded access to the garage, where Sarah had been storing the water tank since 1954. Ron needed Kath’s heft, and he summoned her from her bedroom to stabilize the storage crate while he crowbarred it open. When the front wooden slab fell to the ground and Ron blew the dust off the glass cage within, he was so incensed that he kicked it. A net of cracks appeared where his webbed big toe made contact.

“Fucking glass disease!” Ron thundered, his first ever correct medical hunch. When an antique glass object sits for decades in an unstable environment like a garage, alkalis leach from the glass in a network of hairline fractures and reemerge on the surface as impossible-to-clean oil droplets. It’s called crizzling. “The tank’s too sick for the hologram effect to work. Audiences today are too savvy. I’m not even sure how anyone fell for it back then.”

“You’ve told me that you greatly enjoyed the act,” Sarah said.

“I was a child when I saw the act. I also loved the talking horse on television, and thought he was real, too,” Ron said. He would have been like thirty years old when Mr. Ed was on. “Had I known this thing was a hunk of unconvincing junk, I never would have made any promises to the public.”

Sarah, so unaccustomed to a silent bedroom, hadn’t slept well on Thursday night. On Friday night, she grew to appreciate the peace. By Saturday evening, after Fanny turned back on, her noise had kept Sarah awake all night. She was exhausted. After Ron insulted her stagecraft, she snapped at him in her most antediluvian of ways. He deserved it.

“And had you granted me final approval over the promotional leaflets you compiled, I might have advised that we not overstate our abilities before ensuring our inventory functioned,” she said.

“We’ll need to reallocate the dry ice budget to buy a new glass case,” he said.

“That money has already been earmarked for the olio drop screen,” Sarah said. “And the fog effect is necessary for atmosphere.”

“What about the cash in the freezer?” Ron asked. This was the first Kath was hearing of frozen funds.

She fell into the unfamiliar position of brokering peace between Ron and Sarah. She was trying to honor the vows she’d made on the Clam when she thought she was going to die, though she’d already made a mess of her apology to Marcy.

“Have you considered filling a barrel with steaming water to create a thick fog?” she asked. Jacuzzi wisdom. “Or maybe you could shuffle those budgets on back to haunted house effects and give up the ghost on forcing a woman to perform a physical stunt on her one-hundred-and-third birthday?”

“She’s turning one hundred,” he said. “I don’t know how many times I have to say this.”

Ron stormed inside the house to place a phone call to a mail-order exotic pet service in Gurnee, and shut the back door on Sarah because she was taking too long summitting the stoop. Kath alone stayed in the garage to assess the extent of the cage’s disease, but it wasn’t something that could be fixed with nursing. Ron’s shouts from the kitchen were audible to her outside. He stayed on the phone for a half hour, frustrated that the person on the other end didn’t know the term rimless aquarium, even though he shouted it into the handset three times. When Kath finally came inside, Ron, attached to the wall by the telephone cord, scowled at her.

“The guy put me on hold,” he said.

Through the cased opening between the kitchen and the den, Kath could see Sarah lying on the couch, staring at the ceiling. She dragged the vinyl lawn chair to the edge of the sofa and and adjusted the angle of the backrest so that she, too, was laid out flat.

“You know, Sarah, you don’t have to do any of this,” Kath said. “The centenary was a good idea, but Fanny’s not up for it. It’s not the end of the world. Ron can take down the flyers, and I’ll bring home some apple pies from work. It’ll be a nice birthday.”

What Kath didn’t say is that Fanny had stopped moaning because she had given her a mostly full bottle of Quaaludes, which she finished in three days. Only when the pill jar ran dry did she resume.

“We’ve passed the time for annulment,” Sarah said. “Now we work toward a solution if Fanny remains unfit to perform at the level to which the public is accustomed.”

“The public is not accustomed to anything. It’s been fifteen years since you performed,” Kath said. “We’re talking about a hundredth birthday party in a high school auditorium for a hundred-and-three-year-old who has been legally dead since 1914.”

“I say this with admiration for your candor, Katarina, but you have a tendency to undermine others’ efforts and interests,” her great-aunt said. “And perhaps it is my fault that you don’t seem to understand the legacy that Fanny and I have established. We’ve always had an audience, or else I wouldn’t be underwriting such a marked amount of my estate to ensure the success of this revival.”

“I don’t understand what you’re spending money on.”

“Theatrical effects and costuming and promotion. Ronald’s professional fees are costly. And at your suggestion, Ronald has submitted the idea of hiring an alternative Fanny who comes trained in the ancient art of keeping her jaw closed.”

“Ron only became a professional when you started paying him. He’s not a showman, he’s not a director, and I don’t think he’s a nurse,” Kath said. “You did all of this without him for decades.”

Besides, Kath had been joking when she’d suggested a stunt double.

Sarah took her eyes off the ceiling and nodded toward the kitchen. Ron was obscured from their vision behind a partial wall, huffing hot air into the handset.

“He’s waiting to hear back from his lizard dealer,” Kath said. “He’s not paying attention.”

“Ronald is an asset. He knocks on the appropriate doors and telephones the right people on my behalf. He is the only professional I’ve ever encountered who is committed to allowing the show to go on when Fanny decides she doesn’t want to do her job,” Sarah said.

“And why do you think that is?”

“If you’re suggesting that Ronald does this for money, you’re mistaking him for a miser. I’ll have you know that he’s done the lion’s share of the pencil-pushing to establish and chair a philanthropic fund, which we will announce at the centenary.”

“What is that?” Kath asked.

“Mounsey’s Lifeboat is a largesse meant to provide benefaction for Great Lakes–based survivors of naval catastrophe and breast cancer in perpetuity.”

“They have to have survived both to get the money? How much have you spent?”

“It’s unbecoming to discuss hard figures,” Sarah said. “My expenditure will pay out four times over, Ronald assures me, even after he’s obtained his share of profits from the show. And of course, charities do benefit from tax reductions.”

“Is Ron making you do something that makes you feel uncomfortable?”

Sarah laughed, finally. “As if I’m a dowager primed for hoodwinking!” she said. “It’s not as if Ronald has asked me to finance a production of his life story, though I’m certain his debate club exploits at the Joliet Junior College are as transfixing as my weeks spent treading water in the Atlantic at the same age.”

Kath wasn’t so sure. “I don’t think any of this is worth the effort.”

“Do you know that in the fall of ’26, Harold Houdini wrote me?” Sarah asked her. Nothing was a non sequitur with this woman. The sick-glassed look had overcome Sarah as it always did when she was thinking about the first half of the twentieth century.

“The magician?”

“Harold was a master illusionist,” Sarah said, offended on his behalf. “Catalog handsome and picture-star famous. He wasn’t some rat-faced mountebank rattling his chains for the sake of hearing them go clink clink.”

Houdini had seen the Unsinkables’ show in his hometown of Appleton, a special guest of the Wisconsin governor. A year later, he wrote to Sarah to gauge her interest in assisting with his first show in the Midwest since he and his brother had worn brown pancake makeup and swallowed needles on the midway at the Columbian Exposition. Sarah had shunned boats for more than a decade by the time she received his note, yet she would’ve rowed a leaking dory across the Erie Canal for Houdini, let him saw her in two, or disappear her—anything that pleased, stimulated, or benefited him. In perfect handwriting despite her shaking fist, Sarah availed herself as his lovely assistant and offered to supply her own costuming.

“Foolish young me,” she said. “I sent my letter offering assistance, then I directed our four-horse team to drive my wagon to Marshall Field’s. I purchased enough miniature sailor-brim hats and beaded turbans to fill a new steamer trunk. For a month, I donned tap shoes each time I collected the post, and for a month, I heard nothing. At long last, I did receive word from Harold. I’d misunderstood. Long ago, he’d procured an assistant, a woman younger and comelier and far more married to him than I was. All he’d meant when he asked for my assistance was help troubleshooting a complication in his Chinese Water Torture Cell act.”

“What did he want you to do about it?” Kath asked.

“He knew I could understand how Fanny’s mind worked, and he would have liked for me to ask her how she executed the undrowning. He didn’t want me. He wanted what I created, which I ceded to Fanny because she possessed the magnetism.”

“And you wasted all that money on small hats.”

“I did. But worse still, I walked around rapping out eighth notes for thirty long days, believing I was some rarity, when in fact, Fanny was the trophy.”

“You survived a wreck,” Kath said. “You were a legend.”

“My survival only created a sensation because Fanny’s fate wavered in the ambit all the while.”

“Or maybe your choice to lay down your old life to save Fanny is what intrigued everyone. You didn’t even know for sure if it was going to be her in the poorhouse, and you still boarded the ship. And then you lost your father and your husband, and you still continued on to England. All Fanny did was go on vacation, no offense,” Kath said, not even smirking.

She was not typically so sincere, not before or since, but for the first time, she understood how Sarah, slow and enduring, may have charmed her audiences.

“I was twenty-four the last time I pulled off a daring feat, and each audience member’s fingers were too stiffened to applaud,” Sarah said with a slow head shake. “That’s a small joke about cadavers in nearby lifeboats.”

Kath didn’t get what was funny about it. Sarah continued.

“As a new opportunity loomed with Ronald, who perhaps foolishly believes that I could anchor a performance without Fanny, I suppose I lost sight of what the Great Houdini taught me. I am not a headliner; I am Fanny’s custodian. I believed I might finally wear the beaded turban, but it can’t be so.”

In all her months of mandatory listening, Kath had never heard Sarah tell a story like this one, where she lay down and reckoned with her own arrogance and inferiority. Usually, Sarah spoke of an unwitting younger self who demurred her way into a moral victory over a widow, a weirdo, or a wave. Kath wondered if her aunt had started talking like that only after becoming a local has-been. I wonder if young Kath is being manipulated.

“You should do the show, Sarah,” Kath told her. “We can get the understudy for Fanny, or Scotch-tape her mouth shut. Whatever you need me to do, I’ll do it.”

“I do appreciate it,” Sarah said. “And don’t look so glum. I had a Canadian associate of mine from the medicine show circuit sucker punch the savant in the stomach shortly after, and he perished of intestinal swelling ten days later.”

“Oh my god, is that true?”

“Of course not. Gallows humor,” Sarah said. “He died of an unrelated necrotic pus attack of the appendix.”

Ron appeared in the kitchen doorway, his timing too convenient. His fishy business call had disconnected, and he had indeed been listening to their conversation, in which she had said many wonderful things about Ron. He only addressed the negative. He mouthed off at Sarah.

“I went to the Phi Rho Pi national debate championships in Denver, Colorado, during my first year of junior college,” he told Sarah. “Did the Unsinkable Mounseys ever get a booking west of Kansas City?”

Then he stomped upstairs shouting, bargaining with Fanny to reconsider her stance on getting wet. He’d make the water bubble-bath warm, if Princess Fanny would like, and he could even fit a small inner tube around her neck and hide it under the beaver.

“You have to admit that in many respects, your guy is a nut,” Kath said once he disappeared into the bedroom.

Sarah craned her neck up the staircase to ensure he was really gone before responding.

“To address your earlier concern: I’m in no position to release Ronald from employment,” she said. “He’s always listening, and he knows too much.”



After the weekend, Kath grubbed through a joyless few days of school, peeing in unfamiliar toilets far from the bathroom stall she once shared with Marcy. She didn’t interact with anyone in class on Monday or Tuesday, and on Wednesday, the last full day before Thanksgiving break, she only spoke once, during fourth period, to ask if she could go to the nurse. Kath’s teacher clocked the rotting bandage and handed her a pink hall pass without question, and so she walked straight out of the building at noon. Her last scheduled shift before the long weekend was at 5 p.m., and she wanted to check in on Fanny, who was languishing under Ron and Sarah’s joint custody as they continued to plan her birthday party. Neither Ron nor Sarah, still stationed at the kitchen table, realized Kath was home from school hours early. Kath hadn’t been doing her best to care for Fanny lately, either. She’d been busy fucking off to a lighthouse, returning briefly to supply the woman with disco biscuits, then disappearing into her own kingly bedroom to fantasize about getting fingerbanged by a thirty-seven-year-old to rubber-stamp the intricacies of an invalid’s care

Kath thought Fanny might like it if she lugged her downstairs and offered her a Benadryl before putting on an episode of Soul Train on channel 26. On a rare sick day last year, Kath was home in the early afternoon, and they’d watched a woman with trussed hair and aqua cat eyes balladeering about a relationship gone aground that so gnawed at their canned-soup innards that neither minded the lip-synching.

The Benadryl in the bathroom was missing, though, and Fanny didn’t seem interested in television. She sat upright in her hot bedroom with the shades drawn, in the same dismal negligee she’d worn for days, repeating the same grouping of sounds. They were not a combination that Kath recognized. Kath had nothing to give Fanny besides three spoonfuls of Ron’s crushed cure-all, which glinted on the nightstand when she turned on the lamp. She guided them into her great-grandmother’s mouth.

“F’mmm’mmm’mmm mmm’mmm mmm’f,” Fanny said. She coughed and sputtered, avoiding eye contact with Kath, keeping her head bent toward Sarah’s side of the room.

“I’m sorry that I’m fresh out of drugs for you today. I didn’t know you’d do them so quickly. No judgment. I did cocaine at the lighthouse this weekend.”

Fanny repeated herself, and Kath carried on like they were having the same conversation. Now that she and Marcy were dead to each other, Kath didn’t have many people to talk to.

“I know. It’s hard. If it makes you feel better, you slept through your whole bender, so getting more might not be worth your time. I’ll try, though. Irv said I could come live with him,” she said. “Do you want some fresh air, maybe?”

As Kath proceeded toward the wall of windows, a woman materialized from behind the wallpaper on Sarah’s side of the room. She wore a leotard, thick tights, and a wrap skirt the precise hue of the bedroom wallpaper, which was also the same as her blush, her lipstick, and the padded stool she sat on. Her eyes were shut, her posture Barbizon School straight. Horror-struck, Kath yelled for help and bounded back to Fanny’s bedside, but Fanny didn’t even flinch.

The woman’s eyes opened a quarter of a second before she jumped from her stool and screamed as if Kath had snuck up on her. She went into flight mode, scrambling for her bag at the base of her seat while repeatedly shoving each foot into the wrong T-strap Capezio, also the same color as the room.

“I’m awfully sorry. I must have fallen asleep,” the woman said, with the high-octane graciousness of a weather girl emeritus.

“Who the fuck are you?” Kath asked.

“I’m Rosa,” she said. “And it is a pleasure to meet you.”

“Who?”

The woman rummaged through her saddlebag. When she found what she needed, she forked it over to Kath. A glossy sheet of paper contained three headshots taken of the woman when she was about a decade younger, her face frozen into three different moods (feeling flirty, my baby died, and sitcom mom, if Kath had to guess). Underneath her name, ROSA ROCADERO, the comp sheet listed her dress dimensions, a brief theatrical CV, a phone number, and a house address. Kath folded the cardstock into eighths and stuck it into the pocket of her work slacks.

With a thunk, thunk, thunk, Ron scaled the stairs. Kath heard Sarah cautiously, cautiously, cautiously climbing the steps behind him. He appeared in the doorway and leapt around the maze of the bedroom furniture. Rosa waved, and a bewildered Ron slowed his momentum. He looked surprised to see her, but not enough to attack. When Sarah entered, Rosa waved again. Sarah rubbed at her brow like she had a headache.

“Jiminy Christmas, Katarina, I thought you’d found Fanny dead or dying,” Ron said, advancing toward Rosa’s stool. “Rosa, what in the world? Have you been in here since this morning?”

“I was observing Fanny’s gestures and mannerisms as you instructed,” she said, “but nobody released me from rehearsal. This bedroom is rather warm, and I must have fallen asleep for just one moment.”

“You don’t need me to dismiss you,” Ron said officiously. “You’re free to leave when you like.”

“I now understand that going forward,” she said, shooting up a pair of prayer hands and pointing them at him. “Thank you for the note.”

He offered Rosa his forearm.

“You’d like me to go now?” she asked.

In her character shoes, now on the correct feet but unsecured around each ankle, Rosa stood two inches taller than Ron. She looped her arm around his familiarly. Was she his mother? Kath wondered. She had a button nose with a scooped-out bridge, which Kath would only now be able to identify as the result of an early endonasal rhinoplasty while telling me this story a million years later. Puckering smoker’s lips, bulletproof silicone breasts grafted onto her sternum, and obvious melanomas, Kath says to me, but undeniably arresting. I understand why she shares these details, as I lap them up and repeat them here, but they also bum me out. It’s hard to be a woman, and probably hard to be a regular person, too. As you age, even if you were born beautiful, you either go a touch moldy like Fanny did or you take Rosa’s path and start rebuilding at thirty-six and never finish.

“Ronald, aren’t you going to introduce me to the girl, whom I assume to be a feisty young relation with the exotic name?” she said.

“Yes, of course,” Ron said. “Ms. Rosa, this is Fanny’s great-granddaughter, the industrious and undaunted Katarina. Her mother dropped her off one day a year and a half ago and never came back.”

It’s almost a nice thing to say about someone. He continued.

“This is Ms. Rosa, the bona fide stage actress whom I met on a job in the brain loss wing of the hospital. She came over this morning to study the art of gesturing. She’ll be taking on the role of ‘Fanny’ in the Diamond Centenary show.”

“Ronald, you’ve made it out as if I were an inmate there,” Rosa said to the whole room. She unhooked her arm from Ron’s and cheated her body to a forty-five-degree angle to be seen by the whole audience, an old stage trick. Sarah cast her eyes onto the understudy’s chin as if willing a blemish to develop.

“I was assisting my late husband’s transition to the next life,” Rosa said.

“Rosa and I discovered we enjoyed the same songs from musicals and liked to play them on the banged-up Yamaha in the lounge,” Ron told them.

“Tad was fifteen years older, and his adult children were none too pleased that I was allowed in the unit as he faded. I’m his second wife, only three years older than his youngest daughter.” Rosa spoke quickly, hurrying to establish a compelling character before a stagehand waiting in the wings grabbed her with a shepherd’s hook. “When they took Tad off the breathing machine toward the end, the kids gave me the boot. Ron offered me his lap to cry on, even after his shifts were through.”

“Disturbing tale,” Sarah said. Fanny blustered from her bed. “May I walk you out?”

“Yes, and I am so glad for this opportunity,” Rosa continued. “Fanny’s not an open book, but she is a rich text. And Ron is a genius.”

“How do you figure?” Kath asked.

Sarah interrupted before Rosa could answer. “I’d love to drive you home myself to discuss my thoughts on the role.”

“Oh please, Sarah, I’ll take her,” Ron said. “You don’t need to be out driving.”

“I insist,” Sarah said. “Ronald has a strict schedule of administering a proprietary cocktail of restoratives to Fanny, and he shouldn’t be away.”

“Well, at least allow me to walk you the curb, then,” Ron said.

Rosa cycled through formal goodbyes before she vacated the room. She leaned over Fanny and kissed her goodbye on each cheek, ruffling her stiff hair and remarking that she had a wig with a good likeness to Fanny’s updo in her costume trunk at home.

“I’ll do you a great justice,” she said to her counterpart, then turned to Kath and cradled her chin. “If you should need anything before we meet again, my dear, do not hesitate to use the contact information on my glossy.”

Then Rosa relinked arms with Ron to be ushered away. They were walking to the same curb as Sarah, of course, whom Ron also had to escort. He bracketed each arm around either woman, and they sidestepped down the narrow staircase as freak show triplets.

“Creepy,” Kath said as she fluffed Fanny’s updo. “But don’t worry about her. She’s an amateur. I can’t believe that you didn’t tell me she was in here.”

But Fanny had tried to tell her. All of them. For hours. She wouldn’t shut up about it, and nobody had even thought to ask her if she felt fit to perform.
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Sarah mowed down a harvest scarecrow staked into the next-door neighbor’s front lawn as she maneuvered her boat of a Pontiac Bonneville out of a parallel street spot and peeled out, Rosa in the front seat. Once they were off, Ron returned to the bedroom with his rumpled legal pad tucked into his waistband, jammed two spoonfuls of his floury substance into Fanny’s mouth, and left without a word. Kath still had two hours to watch television before she had to leave for work, and she convinced the older woman, who’d quieted some as soon as the actress left, to experience it with her. Double-charged on Ron’s spoonfuls of pulverized vitamins, Sweet’N Low, and synthetic anabolic steroids, Fanny managed to walk down the stairs all by herself.

Their show hadn’t even come back from commercial break when Ron came into the den and turned off the television receiver. He was in charge when Sarah was away, and they had work to do.

“You’re not my grandpa,” Kath said.

“I’m sure that you mean I’m not your father, and I thank the lord for that,” Ron said. “Seniority rules when Sarah’s out.”

“Then Fanny should be in charge.”

“Fanny doesn’t count,” he said. “Shake a leg. We need to start rehearsing now. My emcee duties are taxing enough, and you’re going to present the girls near the top of the show while I do a costume change.”

“No, I’m not,” Kath said. She had no desire to perform. She wouldn’t have put up a fight if Ron suggested they hire a wigged niece of Rosa’s with a thick top lip and better posture to stand in for her. Irving was the only person Kath wanted watching her, and he wasn’t invited.

“Sarah wrote a piece special for you, and just this week, I heard you tell her that whatever she needed from you, you’d do for her.”

“That was a private conversation,” Kath said.

“Yeah, well, I’ve seen Fanny in the buff—nothing’s private around here,” Ron said. He chuckled to himself. “You think Sarah would have delivered that corker of a sob story if she didn’t think she had an audience?”

A fair point, which Kath was not yet willing to concede. Ron marched her to the kitchen, leaving Fanny alone on the couch. At the table, Kath sat facing the den so that she could keep an eye on her great-grandmother, and Ron sat with his back to his ward. Acting like a business executive, he pulled his glasses and a wad of typewritten pages from one of his piles on the table and passed Kath three of them.

“Get a mouthfeel for it,” he said. Kath reviewed the document, which read like a eulogy. Sarah, who you’ll remember had the soul of a poet, had lily gilded even the most primitive of god’s language in the first paragraph. Instead of calling her Sarah twice in a row, Kath would have to refer to her great-aunt as “the sculleress” in a tangled motif about ships. A line down from that, she was “that arc lamp of lambency.” Kath tried reading aloud, her nasal A’s long and flat like prairielands.

She scanned ahead to the last page, where it got personal. Supposedly in Kath’s voice, Sarah had written:


When my mother, who bore me from base-born carnality, became a ward of the state after a disfiguring miscalculation in ending her life, Sarah salvaged me from the whitewater chutes of human suffering and bathed me in a font of endurance, where the sands in the hourglass of healing may be torpid but the water is wet just the same. She treated me, a distant relation, a kinked link, as if I were close family. Sarah is an uncommon caregiver because she gives herself so entirely to the care of others in a coward’s modern world, wherein others do not care to give all of themselves.



Kath paused, and Ron made a waterwheel motion with his left hand. Move it along.

“I’m not reading this,” she said. “My mother went to Florida for a second chance at love with my father.”

Ron pushed his reading glasses closer to his browbone. “Uh-huh. Let’s consider her rendition of such events artistic license then?”

“It’s true,” Kath protested, though Katarina 1’s Florida plot now sounded moronic, like an animated ending to a grim German folktale where the mermaid marries the prince instead of hovering over the bed he shares with a mortal-legged girl holding a sea dagger. Her inner ear canal tickled, as if her brain were trying to whisper something to its owner. Did Katarina 1 botch a suicide after deserting me here and that’s why she never came back? Is Florida even a real place? She dug her pinky into the hole and twisted it back and forth to drown out the noise. Behind Ron’s back, Fanny moaned on the couch.

“If you say so. Think of this version as an embellishment for the sake of a more precise emotional truth,” he said. “The audience will like you more if you’re an orphan with a past, and in turn, that makes Fanny’s and Sarah’s stage personas look more sympathetic. Everyone wins.”

“I’m not going to lie.”

“But this is how storytelling works. You call it a lie? Well, then, Sarah and Fanny lie all the time. The ‘Harold Houdini’ yarn, for example,” he said, pumping peace fingers around the magician’s name.

“What about him?”

“Well, to start, his real name was Erik, and that’s with a K, and his stage name was Harry, so he never went by Harold,” Ron said. “And you think he was writing Sarah letters because he was fooled by their song-and-dance show when he was operating at the height of his power? It’s a nice thought, but it isn’t true.”

Kath saw Fanny stir on the couch, sitting up and uncoiling her legs to the floor, though her blanketed feet didn’t quite clear the carpeting.

“What, you’re a magic historian now?” Kath asked.

“I’m producing a retrospective about the golden days of vaudeville theater, so yes, I speak with a level of authority.”

“I don’t want to do this anymore,” she said, and pushed the papers toward Ron as Fanny’s feet made contact with the ground. Kath pushed her chair back to help her, but the older woman shook her head and brought her finger to her lips. Quiet, please.

“Sit down. You made a promise,” he said. “Listen, it’s not a big deal. The oomph of what Sarah has told you is true. You know, the thrust of the thing, the spirit of the sea.”

“You don’t know jack shit about our family.”

“Oh, Kath. What Sarah has told me about you girls could make you choke on an ice cube,” he said, dropping the Katarina pretense once Sarah was out of sight.

Unbeknownst to Ron and Kath, though maybe not to Fanny, Sarah was currently whipping through town, threatening Fanny’s replacement in the passenger seat. If Rosa ever spoke a word to anyone about what she might witness or what Ron may reveal to her about the Unsinkable Mounseys, Sarah would not hesitate to tell the police that Rosa had poisoned her late husband with potassium chloride and later unplugged his respirator when he was in those final days of a medically induced coma. Sarah’s menacing was an effective tactic and a lucky guess.

“You can’t tell me anything I don’t already know, but I can tell a lot of people about what you’ve been up to,” Kath said. “Bamboozling two ancient widows out of their life savings. The money you’ve raised for a fake charity for a fake hundredth birthday. Fraudulently posing as a nurse when at best, you were a state hospital orderly. None of it looks good for you.”

She’d come to that final accusation in the heat of their argument, but it felt true. When the veins on Ron’s otherwise soft neck and temples came out of hiding, she knew that she’d guessed correctly.

“You want to talk about a fraud? You know they’ve both been dyeing their hair that green color since 1915.”

“That’s your big bombshell?”

“Nope. I’m just getting started. You ever seen a hundred-and-three-year-old look like ‘Fanny’ does?” Ron asked, employing air quotes once again. “Sarah took the wrong woman home from the insane asylum in Liverpool.”

“Fanny’s a hundred, remember? And the Canadian water froze her skin.”

“I haven’t heard that one, but much to the devastation of humdrum sea hags worldwide, it doesn’t work like that,” he said.

“Okay, then who is Fanny, Ron, if not my great-grandmother?” Kath was staring right at the woman. In fact, she was walking into the kitchen on tiptoe.

“Who else could she be but Kate Fitzpatrick, the Irish cleaning woman who pinched Fanny’s expensive clothing once she was sure she didn’t have a pulse?”

“Why would Sarah take an impostor home, then?”

“For attention, Kath. For pats on her brittle back. The woman couldn’t talk. What was she gonna do about it? If Sarah returned stateside on a victory lap with an intact mother, that’s a hell of a surer shot to the middling notoriety she so desired than returning to the suburbs as a drowned woman’s unsuccessful daughter,” Ron said. “Yet, she still burned through all that potential. They never even made it to Coney Island.”

“They could’ve if they wanted to,” Kath said defensively.

“Yeah, well, if I had arched feet, I could’ve been a flying ace,” he said.

Fanny must have abhorred the cut of Ron’s jib. Two feet behind him, she’d untied the neck of her peignoir and pulled the two-foot length of satin ribbon out of its casing. Ron was so immersed in his grand villain unveiling that he failed to sense Fanny’s cool presence, and Kath certainly wasn’t going to clue him in. Fanny couldn’t have spent more than five seconds crossing one end of the ribbon over the other, double looping it, and securing a noose around Ron’s neck. When he noticed the pressure against his Adam’s apple and raised his hand to his throat, Fanny pulled tight and stepped back to admire her perfect constrictor knot, a ligature that cannot be undone.

Kath claims Ron’s heart rate was on high from a thirty-year-old antibiotic pastille de cocaine he’d found in the garage, left over from the height of Fanny’s usage, and steroids he’d pillaged from the elderly. He panicked and tried to loosen the knot by bucking his head forward, then backward. His thrashing managed to clock Fanny in the forehead with his occipital bone, the bulge above the neck that houses our most violent impulses. Somewhat buttressed by her hard pompadour, she crashed to the floor, moaning but conscious, as Ron burst from his chair, struggling for one clean inhale. His mood-ring complexion mutated from yellow to red to its final state of passionate violet as he shambled away from his attacker. His reading glasses fell to the floor next to the kitchen table, then he capsized.

“Help me?” Ron asked Kath through his cramping windpipe as he scraped the floorboards with his fingernails, advancing toward her in a protohuman slither.

Kath considered honoring Ron’s request. Fanny had sucker-gagged him unprovoked, which granted the nurse the stolen valor of a victim. He didn’t try to fight back, either. Kath couldn’t understand why. Fanny would have retaliated. Sarah, too. As Ron neared, clambering at once like a half-smushed worm and a robot underdog, Kath was ruled by repulsion. He’d brought the garroting upon himself, spewing dangerous fan theories about Katarina 1, Sarah, and Fanny. Or he’d been telling the truth, which she wasn’t equipped to hear. When Ron’s beseeching fingers clutched Kath’s twinging left toes, like he was entitled to her mercy, she wanted to kick his ass. When he made a meal of that last crumpled gasp of air and slackened his pathetic grip upon her foot, she lifted a nearby Windsor dining chair above her head and dropped it on his. It wasn’t murder. Fanny had already ended Ron. All Kath had done was pierce the sallow skin of his forehead with an antique cabriole leg. It wasn’t self-defense, either. Kath watched blood slip down his sideburns and pool on the floor below his head.

When she looked up, Fanny was already at work righting the chair’s position at the dinette table. Kath stood immobile for about thirty seconds but broke into a run out the back door when prodded.

“I’m certain he’d feel he is deserving of a burial at sea,” Fanny told her. “If you don’t leave now, you’ll be late. Sarah will understand that he was circulating terrible untruths.”

Kath slipped on and tripped over her untied Keds as she escaped the Mounsey house of escalating horrors. On her way to McDonald’s, her feet tromped the pavement so forcibly that she ruptured into halves and reduplicated, and the new Kath deserted the old one because her pace was too leaden. Fifty-odd years later, my mother can’t understand why any daughter of hers would ever act weak or unwell. The slow version of Kath, the one she left behind, was supposed to have swallowed all that terror for all the Mounsey women who came next.

Not until she paused at the stoplight to cross York Road did Kath understand what she’d heard. Fanny had spoken to her aloud, with tongue, with gums, in a voice so like Sarah’s that Kath might have thought it belonged to her had it not rung out clear as a death knell.



7.

What I would have done is encrypt a message to Tony Pampaloni asking him to meet me in the public facilities behind the Oberbach Woods nature center. Once he arrived, I’d seal our attorney-client covenant by threatening to yell rape! from the women’s pit latrine as the girls’ cross-country team trotted by on their four o’clock run if he didn’t give me his car keys. Then I’d throw my computer down the shithole and skrrt skrrt his midlevel luxury sedan east on Ogden Avenue for forty miles, Howdy in shotgun, until I hit the rock-ribbed shores of Gary, Indiana. At the state line, I’d relinquish my phone to the burning alloy skeleton god of the beachfront steel mill. Then I’d strip down and jump into the lake, warmed to a Jacuzzi-like one hundred and one degrees from the three hundred pounds of chromium-6 that tumbled from the industrial plant’s incinerator last summer. Without a Brita filter, I’d sprout gills. I can’t tell you where I’d swim to while waiting for Pampaloni to clear my name, but I assure you it wouldn’t be the McDonald’s where I worked, a mile away from the scene of the crime.

“I wasn’t stupid, okay? I didn’t have the resources you do,” Kath says in the kitchen. She’s picking at the salumi platter she brought home for me and drinking another glass of wine.

In 1971, American teenagers were not the autodidactic coalition of justice-obsessed gumshoes they are today. The term serial killer would not appear in print for another four years, and raptured children wouldn’t show the gaps in their teeth on the backs of milk cartons until nearly a decade after that. As Kath fled the house she’d never return to, there was no such thing in the world as generational trauma or legal nuance or white female privilege. There was only Ron, who was dead on the floor; Fanny, who’d strangled him; and Kath herself, who’d let it happen. Showing up at McDonald’s would furnish her with an alibi and the chance to pocket a few sleeves of frozen patties on her way out of Dodge, though she didn’t yet know her next destination.

Kath wears a prideful look as she stands at the kitchen counter now. Then she cups her left hand over her lip stain–stained mouth, but the seal is weaker than the red sludge inside her, and a bucket hat’s worth of vomit streams through her fingers. I misread Kath’s expression. She wasn’t gloating; she is seasick, a euphemism for drinking to the point of barfing at dinner with her lawyer.

She charges to the powder room with hand-painted oceanic wallpaper inspired by nineteenth-century woodblock prints and the photo of Sarah covering Fanny’s head with a beaver fur. Howdy trots through the red slipstream of Sonoma Coast pinot alluvium winding through the kitchen, stamping adorable little crime-scene pawprints across the floor. Now he wants in on the bathroom action, and he sticks his head into the toilet, too, so that they are ear to ear, gazing upon the tempest inside the porcelain bowl. Kath pets one of his eyebrow dots, then pushes him away. As I lift his thirty-seven pounds by his harness and carry him out of there like a velveteen handbag, I hear her retch again. Howdy goes back to licking the floor.

When I return, she has landed in child’s pose in front of the toilet with both hands limp on the seat. She looks dead but not at peace.

I nudge her with my toe. “Kath, are you alive?”

“No.”

She wants room-temp blue Gatorade. I tell her that we only have yellow Gatorade or the frozen bone broth I ordered in the mail, forgetting that even thinking about chicken soup activates her gag reflex. I sit behind her on my knees and put my hands on her shoulders so that we are in a conga line led by the toilet. Dad is sleeping upstairs. When Kath lifts her head back up, her Japanese crinkle bateau-neck tunic sags with her sweat.

“I think I ate chicken cacciatore that turned,” she says, but I know she wouldn’t have told me any of that if not on wine.

“I think you just had too much to drink,” I say. “It’s fine. I’ve done it a million times.”

“I only had four drinks at dinner,” she says, which is a lot for a normal person but not for Kath, who jogs eight miles a day and has the anterior thigh muscles to prove it. She’s like a pony keg all filled up, though she’d tell me to find a different simile if she were more lucid.

“Nothing else? Not even a pregame glass when you were getting ready?” I ask.

“It’s the truth, but I know there’s nothing I could ever tell you that could satisfy you.”

“That’s not fair. I’m just trying to help.”

“What do you want to hear, little Claire? That I snuck twelve shots of Frangelico as Tony Pampaloni spoke about me like I wasn’t there and only addressed your father, never breaking eye contact once, even as he jammed an insulin pen through the fabric of his khaki shorts after half a piece of focaccia?” she asks. “That the chicken cacciatore Dad ate discharged the faint but unmistakable odor of shrimp scampi? And because he has a crustacean and mollusk allergy, I asked him if he’d like me to flag down the waiter, but he wanted to endure it like a martyr, so I took the first bite just in case? That my youngest child’s threats to turn me into the state for a crime that I didn’t commit have so enfeebled me that I can’t even have a glass of wine without agony?”

I have two older siblings, but they live far, far away from Officer Sidowski’s jurisdiction, and I try to keep them out of it because their personality traits are too Byzantine and precise to relegate to background player status. They’ve always said we don’t share DNA because they traded a Beatles lunchbox and a Creepy Crawlers molding oven for me at the Swap-O-Rama when I was a baby. Blue-eyed ones usually fetch a higher price, but there was something wrong with me that they promise to disclose on my fiftieth birthday if I make it that far.

That Kath can get out the words “shrimp scampi” without shitting her tunic indicates she’s feeling better, but she’s still blazing. She rips off her dress and bra and tells me that she’ll die if I don’t get her a sleeve of saltines. I fetch her a whole box, and when I return, she has covered each breast with a demi towel.

“We’ve got to get you off this floor,” I say, then lead her to the couch and place an old amber mixing bowl with a wheat pattern on the floor just in case.

“Not that one. Intact sets go for big money,” she tells me.

“Is the bottom line at the edible polyurethane factory getting so bad that you’re going to start selling used Tupperware online?”

“Tupperware is a brand name. Like Kleenex or Bubble Wrap. That’s a Pyrex bowl,” she says, then goes silent for ten minutes with just the whites of her eyes visible. I turn on the television for company, picking up halfway through an episode where two vacationing Housewives ruin each other during a private-chef dinner on a slow-coasting Dutch sloep boat.

I know this scene well, and I mouth along to both parts like it’s an R&B duet on the radio. The compelling part of these shows is that all the Housewives want the same thing, but they can’t buy it, and they can’t name it, even though all it is is a little respect.

Kath, who is coming to, reclaiming her lost electrolytes by licking the salt off a cracker with her eyes still rolled back, pipes up.

“I do not negotiate with lollipop heads,” she says. “And I don’t find feigned incompetence charming.”

“What?”

“If I were on this show, I would walk away if someone were to engage me like that.”

“Yeah right, girlfriend. You’d be the one who starts it,” I tell her.

“No, I wouldn’t. Everybody but you likes me,” Kath says.

“And I could say the same to you.”

“And I’d never bring anyone’s children into it.”

“Yeah, you would. Remember when you called Mrs. Silversmith and told her—wait.” Priya’s toddler and the creek. I’d been so angry with Kath for being late and letting Howdy loose that I’d forgotten that sorrow compelled me to the river in the first place.

“You heard?” Kath asks me.

“You knew?”

“I did.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because I didn’t think you could handle having that information,” she says. It occurs to me for the first time that, like my friends from home, Kath has given birth and might be able to tolerate more ache than I can.

The Housewives episode ends with the women putting their fight to bed and complimenting each other in a circle, which is boring, so I turn down the volume and try to formulate a clarifying question. I’m not implying that Kath is lying, or that she throttled Ron on her own, but is it possible that she pulled the line taut so that Fanny could secure the knot? Or, when he was begging for mercy, might Kath have hovered a foot over his neck and offered him the rest of his life in exchange for more information about Kate Fitzpatrick? After she got what she needed, did she nevertheless bear down on his Adam’s apple to blot out the evidence of one crime by offering up a body for another?

I’m scared of her, though, and so all I say is, “So Ron said that Sarah told him she brought the wrong woman home from Liverpool because she had a newfound savior complex and needed a win, and Fanny—or a woman named Kate Fitzpatrick—strangled him to shut him up.”

“That was Ron’s takeaway.”

“And she could speak?”

She shuts her eyes. It’s the time of night when lawn sprinklers are my only company, and I sit there for a half hour, monitoring her rib cage, because that’s all I wanted when I was little, someone to watch me fall asleep. When I’m sure she’s breathing steadily, I get off the couch. Kath wakes once more, suddenly animated. She has something to say. She hopes it contextualizes some of what comes next, though she hasn’t clarified what came before.
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Their Legacy



May 1905–August 1913, Philadelphia, Minnetonka, Waterford, Iowa City, Dag’s memory goes blurry for a few years, Saranac Lake, Chicagoland

August 1913–April 1914, Central Indiana

As a girl, my great-grandmother Dag exuded that same toxic chromium-6 glow as the perfect tens I grew up with a hundred years later. Like those dime pieces, Dag was astonishingly beautiful for Illinois and still pretty good by coastal standards, and so secure in her wherewithal to fellate any male school instructor under fifty that she never worried about studying for examinations. And if you think I sound bitter because I wasn’t popular enough to get teen pregnant or so drunk that I crashed a Jet Ski into a floating hot dog stand during after-prom weekend, then you misunderstand me. Bully for them. I was busy back then, exfoliating my chin and decorating my laptop with puffy stickers.

After her schooling, Fanny treated her eldest to a six-year junket touring America’s finest countryside inns while everyone Dag knew was punching out of their daytime beef work and hauling woolen ass to their graveyard shift at the munitions factory, where tins of deviled ham got licked clean and soldered into semiautomatic machine guns.

At twenty-three, Dag returned pink cheeked and plump from her rural idylls and gained employment at the Greco-American Hygienic Company’s plant in Pilsen. For her first three months on the job, Dag sank thirteen-hour days watching complexion powder compacts preen down a conveyor belt. On her twenty-fourth birthday, the factory foreman handpicked Dag from assembly-line obscurity and promoted her to office girl. Upstairs in HQ, the top brass tasked Dag with cutting their porterhouses into bite-sized pieces at deskside luncheons and operating a desktop Calcumeter machine to deduce how many liters of fruit brandy she’d need to pick up at the dram house for the daily 3 p.m. executive tipple.

Dag met her beau on one such liquor run in the spring of 1913, as he jammed out pull-ups on the sidewalk scaffolding outside the bottle shop. With her lace-effect stockings, tailored suiting, and clanking paper sack, the cad mistook this professional correspondence clerk for a whoring bride of the multitude. Dangling from a tie bar, he whispered smut into her ear as she strutted past. She took offense, but her crotch glistened. They were perfect for each other. She was a doll and he an early acolyte of the prewar American Preparedness Movement. The guy, whom I will call “Private” out of respect for Dag’s legacy, kept his lats jacked should the United States ever wade into international conflict, and in the meantime, he voted early and often for a state legislature that would permit him to take up arms against civilians in peacetime.

Though schoolmates had accused Dag of easy virtue as an adolescent, the Private’s pud was the first to biblically penetrate her commodity. They did it the first time on a wool army blanket in the forest preserve because she shared a bed at her parents’ house with her sister, and his chicken-wire stall at a men’s hotel on Clark Street didn’t provide linens. In the hours they spent apart, Dag gave herself over to protecting the lit candle kindling her loins, and the agony of her lust grew more gratifying the more she obsessed over it. Four months after they met, Dag and her surprise fiancé announced their relocation to an Army National Guard base thirty miles south of Indianapolis so he could enroll in basic training.

Fanny went screechy and disconsolate upon learning that Dag, her daughter doppelgänger, her pretty lil’ twinling, her crystal-studded Ursa Minor, was shipping out for Indiana. There was a reason her elder daughter remained unmarried at twenty-six though she was lovely enough to be on her third dead husband. Fanny had kept the true purpose of Dag’s fresh air years after high school hush-hush. Dag had spent that long stretch shuffling from one women’s mental hygiene program to another.

Since the onset of her menses, Dag had lived most days as if she were dying from angstneurose, neurasthenia, and the vapors. For years before her parents sought such specialized treatment, Dag reported bristling pit-a-pat pains in her breastbone, pools of acid in her sternum and windpipe, ten-second lapses in consciousness, and headaches that lasted for months at a time. Nobody in the family believed a word that came out of her mouth, so she monitored her own systems from bed in the room she shared with her little sister, Sarah. Static, discredited, and supine, Dag was enthralled with dying young from one freak health condition for months at a time until a new bugaboo bit at her appetizing ankle under the bedsheets and infected her with a new monomania. Sometimes, her ailments were more time-consuming than they were painful. When Dag was seventeen, a honk from the great beyond suggested to her that she’d keel over into a grisly fate if she didn’t count the individual letters and syllables of every word spoken to her over the course of a school day on her fingers. Dag’s compulsory new hobby ate up so much of her schedule that she retreated into an invented shorthand language, a terror to transcribe. Graduating from school was not an expectation, but she managed to do so with the help of Fanny’s phantom hand on all of her take-home work.

Concerned about her then-teenage daughter fully flying off her chump and splashing down into actual lunacy, Fanny chipped away at a long-standing block of cash she kept in the cellar icebox and sent Dag to Philadelphia for an extended stay at the Friends Asylum for the Relief of Persons Deprived of the Use of Their Reason in 1905. Dag had cared not for the Quaker god’s inner light intrusion, so she skipped town after a few weeks. From there, she made off to Minnesota, where alienists-in-residency submerged her in a lukewarm tub lined with electrodes and passed a current through her body instead of offering a drink of water. Dag tried Connecticut next, where professionals stimulated her clitoris into hysterical paroxysms, and then settled for Iowa, where the docs tried a potassium supplementation program that nearly killed her. She spent the next summer on bed rest in Upstate New York, screened into the front porch of a cure cottage for city people with tuberculosis. There’d been some confusion in differentiating between the terms sanatorium and sanitarium. One was for coughing and the other was for moaning, but the orderlies took her in just the same.

When autumn touched down in Saranac Lake in 1911 and Dag’s pert nipples could find no respite in an open-air bedroom, she got shipped back to Illinois with handwritten scrips for lithium, an early antianxiety wonder drug, and the anticonvulsant phenobarbital. That’s when Dag moved back into her narrow childhood bed with Sarah, who’d been subletting half of her half of the shared space to her new husband and now refused to speak to her sister. Frank slept four feet away on a rolling cot. Meanwhile, Fanny kept Dag on her regimen, concealing her pills within pieces of white bread rolled into balls dipped in mayonnaise or room-temp butter. For a few years, the drug capsules and a consistent schedule neutered Dag’s torment. Then stability got dusty and tedious, and she was bored until she met the Private outside the liquor store.

Late in the evening before the day Dag decamped, Fanny led her to the cellar and took a pickax to the block of ice again. The frozen fund was Fanny’s dowry, the one-time good-luck gift her own parents gave her before disowning her. She’d started her married life with five thousand dollars, but now the ice block was mostly handfuls of frozen coins and a few tubes of rolled tenners. Fanny gave Dag all that was left, save for the fifty dollars embedded between two ten-year-old frozen venison steaks. While she stuffed her daughter’s pockets with a heavy one hundred dollars, her sniffles escalated into the ice-cream-headache-and-stuffed-nostril merger that only the truly bereft encounter.

“No mother should be expected to survive with half of her soul marching in military formation around central Indiana,” Fanny told her between sobs. “I want you to listen carefully to what I’m saying, Dagne: If you marry this individual, I pledge myself to an early grave in the same manner my mother went, slurping a cocktail of laudanum and violet perfume dumped into a sherry martini.”

While Fanny and the rest of the Mounseys claimed that they were normal and that Dag was the family’s identified patient, it’s not outrageous to suggest that Fanny too may have organized her identity around what my childhood psychologist would call an Axis II Cluster B personality disorder. She had no control over her genetic disposition toward all-or-nothing thinking, obsessive attachment, screaming, crying, and ultimatum issuing. She dried her icy hands on her beaver stole, then wrapped the fur around Dag’s shoulders, barely able to look at what had become of her pretty girl.

“Count this fur as my final act of courtesy,” Fanny said. “I will kill, rob, and avenge on your behalf, but until the day comes when you return home to call in such a favor, you no longer exist.”

The Private and Dag left for Camp Gadberry the next morning, a humid August day that grew stickier as they traveled south. Couples who could not provide a marriage license were not permitted to cohabitate in the base’s coveted family apartments, homey converted garrisons where too-short damask curtains hung on barred windows. And because she didn’t even pretend to be his Mrs. without a fluffy white wedding party to make all the trouble worth it, Dag was prohibited from visiting the camp. The couple secured separate quarters. The Private learned to bounce a dime borrowed from Dag’s brassiere off his cot in the barracks, and Dag let a ten-dollar room in a boarding house across from the base. After two nights of sleeping on a hay mattress, Dag bought a featherbed that cost four times her first month’s rent. On most nights, the Private, who now flirted with the idea of a mustache and parted his hair on the left like his cronies, snuck off base and blew into Dag’s room through a storm window.

Within weeks of Dag going pregnant, her take-no-prisoners figure betrayed her. Word of her tawdry condition spread from the boarding house to the grocer’s to the mess hall and eventually to the command post. The officers overseeing the Private’s indoctrination found Dag’s teeming sensuality both a grotesque betrayal of patriotism and a bayonet to the heart of the baby daddy’s military career. They saw promise in the Private’s psycho eyes. His brute muscular strength did not extend to his psyche, and he was easily broken by one afternoon of anti-Dag propaganda. A day later, he visited Dag’s bedroom one last time, and after he finished inside her, he told her he’d like to take her to a nearby peaceful prairie that his drill sergeant had shown him, abundant with pennyroyal wildflowers. In the field, Dag could pick any stem she liked. With this abortifacient bouquet, he’d like her to make a strong tea.

“After a few mugs, the spirit in your stomach will release itself,” he told her. “After, I can return to my training and you can go back to Illinois, if you’d like.”

When she told the Private it was too late for such an act, he climbed out the window, never to return. Depressed, Dag stopped taking her pills and swallowing her bread balls. And still, she glowed brighter than any other expectant mother.

Not at all like clockwork and more like some little-understood Fibonacci sequence that determines when hurricanes make landfall, Dag lost blood during her period of gravid convalescence. Iron-depleted and masked by melasma, she’d rise from her bedsheets several times a month and find a coppery heart-shaped daub on the featherbed. Each time she bled out, Dag pulled on the beaver fur and whatever pair of men’s work boots were closest to the front door and bolted like a nightgowned warhead across the state route for medical attention.

The sentries at the guard tower who blocked Dag’s access to the infirmary were nineteen-year-old country boys who had been issued binoculars. In the winter of 1913, the Quadruple Alliance had not had the foresight to invade central Indiana, so these boys were idle-handed and stationed across the street from an imported suburban bombshell. They knew Dag’s face and body contours well, yet they delighted in holding up the forbidden coquette for proof of identification and home address while viscera formed a tributary in the toe well of her boot. Women could enter the clinic only with an escort, but the army doctors always seemed to be on lunch break. A short-legged girl from a local nursing college training on base did her best to help. After wheeling Dag on a stretcher to the sick bay, the nursing student would always check each of her holes with an incandescent pen light and stopper her up with strips of clean flannel. Each time she released Dag from her care, she’d send her back to the boardinghouse with the pickle from her own lunch bucket.

On the fifth and final month after Dag’s quickening, she only made it halfway across the midnight motorway before the lower half of her stomach dislodged onto the pavement. Lifting the hem of her nightdress, she saw a fleecy pink mound deworming from her birth canal, then squatted to goad a pair of shoulders from the same opening. A titanic push revealed a new pair of knees, and one more for purple feet. The baby girl dangled from Dag’s belly button as she ripped her nightclothes from her body, using her sleeping gown to clean the child and the beaver fur to swaddle her.

The guards, who hadn’t seen combat, watched in horror as Dag rode out a second breaker of bloodshed. When her placenta fell to the gravel, one watchboy fell off his three-runged lookout’s chair and kept rolling. The other played telephone, crying Prairiefire! Prairiefire! into a tin can as Dag’s tender insides hit the road. Nobody rogered back, so the boy descended from his perch and dragged mother and child to the infirmary himself where surgeons, self-serious sawbones who lopped off gangrenous pinkies and removed suicide bullets from spinal cords every day, finally got to work. The nursing student from previous encounters took the baby from Dag’s arms as a masked man extinguished his cigarette and administered a rag of chloroform. While Dag was sleeping, the medical team cut god’s machinery from her babymaker.

When she came to after the procedure, the nursing student sat at her bedside with a glass of milk and a fresh bottle of Bayer’s heroin. She told Dag that she’d had an emergency operation and that both she and baby were survivors. Today, Dag’s pregnancy-specific condition is called preeclampsia. I know the term only because the woman whose reality show I watched for a decade before she enmeshed herself so deeply into the milieu of modern American fascism that I couldn’t defend her anymore suffered from the same condition.

Just because doctors took Dag’s uterus without her permission didn’t mean she was a woman ruined. In some sense, the hysterectomy was affirming. For a decade, she had described to professionals exactly how she was dying, and they all offered treatment for her head instead of her body. She still had her ham hock–sized preemie, whom she would call Katarina in tribute to the sweet girl who plugged her up for all those months and who safeguarded the little stranger during the procedure. Nurse-Katarina was tickled pink by Dag’s appellation and assured her that she’d convey the name preference to the prioress who oversaw Baby-Katarina’s adoption. With a brain still besotted by a post-op chloroform rag, Dag had signed Baby-Katarina away to an abbey in French Lick. The baby was now gone, was Catholic, and would grow up to have a twang to her voice. Dag asked to see the father.

“You haven’t heard?” Nurse-Katarina asked. “They sent the fellow to the Continent to serve.”

Two weeks earlier, the Private had enlisted in the British Royal Navy as a foreign national, nine months before England declared war on Germany. Total paranoid freak. He fell into line as a signalman aboard one of Edward Seven’s dreadnoughts and had already commenced training exercises. He would not be returning to the base. News to Dag.

“May I have a therapeutic insert, please?” she asked after learning that she was now alone in central Indiana with ten dollars to last a lifetime. The nurse obliged. Before the chloral hydrate suppository traveled from her rectum to her bloodstream, Dag croaked out one question.

“Is the beaver at sea, as well?”

“He’s only in the bath, ma’am.”

When Dag was roused for supper that evening, her mother’s dewy beaver fur lay at the foot of the cot. Nurse-Katarina had rinsed the bloodstains with castile soap and white vinegar, leaving the stole smelling gamey and antiseptic. Dag, who was hopped up on some pretty hardcore painkillers, interpreted the clean pelt as the local medical establishment encouraging her to get dolled up and reclaim what was hers. The nightgown she’d enveloped around her daughter on the asphalt was ruined forever, but she’d become skilled at knot tying in her bedbound periods. She draped a bedsheet over her shoulder like Ceres in a floor-length chiton and rattled off a frantic monologue, threatening worldwide suffering until she was reunited with her child. Then she charged the door. Nurse-Katarina betrayed the mother of her title bearer by throwing Dag to the floor, an unnecessary use of force because her knees were about to buckle anyway.

Dag stirred in new bed dressings, wedged between eleven other cots at the Central State Hospital in Indianapolis. In 1913, obstetricians had the authority to commit unwed mothers to asylums for mental deficiency, and probably still do. There will always be institutional support for banishing an annoying woman to an island. On Dag’s tenth night locked up, she pulled up the hem of her harm-reduction nightie to show her hysterectomy scar to the dishwashers in the mess hall. In exchange, the kitchen staff gave her all one hundred and ninety bananas earmarked for breakfast. None of the kitchen crew asked questions when she enlisted them to bring the bushels to her cot in clean pillowcases after lights out. As the evening progressed, Dag endeavored to jumpstart cardiac arrest by ingesting each one. Fatal hyperkalemia, an acute potassium overdose, looks as clean-handed as a heart attack when it snuffs out a mental patient. Dag would later admit to the shortcomings in her plan, the most farcical among them the peels that bananas leave behind. A nightshift orderly on rounds pratfell upon Dag’s slippery trail a few minutes after 3:30 a.m. and funneled ipecac syrup down her throat before the constipation set in.

“Surely she’s heard that they offer potassium in a powdered preparation?” Dag overheard him say to another ward assistant as he forced a middle finger down her throat. She wasn’t the first patient to try the banana trick. The coworker said nothing except to remark that Dag’s intended last meal, which she was regurgitating into an enamelware chamber pot, looked and smelled of a pudding his mother used to make for him.

With nobody else left in the world to talk to, she recounted the ignoble actions of the uniformed first responders in a letter she sent to her baby sister Sarah in February 1914. The Central State Hospital stamped a PASSED AS CENSOR mark on the envelope and the decoy note nestled within the paper layers of a homemade Valentine with cheese-glued concentric red and pink hearts scribbled with a left-handed LUV U MUMMY. Dag had knocked around enough hospitals to know doctors excised all the juicy parts of patient missives with a scalpel. Upon receipt, Sarah immediately understood the love letter to be a distraction devised by a shrewd thinker. The girls called their mother Fanny, not Mummy. Sarah dragged her chalky thumbnail through the adhesive and found Dag’s true memorandum written on a whisper of semi-sheer parchment, each word no larger than a grain of rice. Once Sarah got out a magnifying glass, she found her sister had also encrypted her sentences using a wonky transliteration of her obsessive adolescent pseudo-language that she had expected Sarah would understand. She did.

Unlike their mother, who had yet to admit to a rift with her eldest, Dag recapped each brutal episode of her last year at a waggish clip. In one line, she shepherded a beautiful bastard life into the world; by the next, she’d failed to take her own. Though they’d shared a bed the last two years before Dag moved to Indiana, the sisters were not close as adults. Sarah hadn’t known Dag was funny or pregnant. Dag said she didn’t want to kill herself anymore, and she wasn’t writing to ask Sarah for coin, either. She needed only one modest assist: Would Sarah be so kind as to pleeeeease sign her out of the asylum for a holiday? By reason of administrative blunder, the autocrats had confined her to this locked ward. Sarah would need to bring a wig. Dag was twenty-seven now, though her doctors said she had the emotional maturity of a twelve-year-old and couldn’t leave the premises without custodial permission. Dag could have asked their mother to liberate her, but per Fanny’s ultimatum, then she’d have to return home. Dag had other places to be.

Only a sister could understand what she was going through, Dag claimed. They’d never discussed it, but she’d always suspected Sarah was a recipient of the same misfiring neuron bundle as she. Entombed in the most unplumbed wedges of the sisters’ skulls, these arrhythmic brain cells drove awareness of death to the forefront of their minds. Obsessions and diseases plagued Dag, along with screaming fits and a wandering uterus; Sarah was a striver who rarely left the house, and she punished with silence. The girls manifested terror differently, but they were bred as analogs to each other, and their motivations were the same.

In Chicagoland, Sarah was chuffed that her older sister saw her as the wounded, complex individual she was, instead of a grayscale facsimile of the letter writer. But she was also leery of Dag’s charm, an electromagnet for bad influences with mommy issues. Trouble found Dag, followed her down the street, and knocked her up. Maybe. Her coded message demonstrated profound paranoia, and Sarah had written enough poetry to know Dag’s baby could be nothing but a creative conceit. But she was as bored at home as Dag had been, so at 4:30 the next morning, she snuck into the cellar trousseau to secure her mother’s traveling dress and her father’s silver hairpiece before she left for the train station. She grabbed a fine chemise undergarment of her mother’s for heightened authenticity.

As five hours of flat brown landscape rolled by her window, Sarah rehearsed the order of the day’s timeline: Once she arrived, she would change into a Fanny costume, free Dag, buy her a pickle sandwich from an automat, ascertain the reality of her baby, and return to the station a quarter of an hour before the four o’clock train. Under no circumstance would she ask Dag if she’d like to come home.

It mostly went like that. The Central State Hospital was within walking distance of the train station, and Sarah executed her improbable identity ruse at sitcom speed. If she’d been a vainer woman, she might have even been insulted by the lunatic asylum medical director’s readiness to accept that she was her older sister’s mother. When Dag’s keepers escorted her from bed to the administrative office, Sarah couldn’t help but notice her looks had changed, too. Her beauty was still unsettling, but her sister was no longer young. They shared a self-conscious embrace as Dag tucked one of Sarah’s braids back under her wig.

Dag couldn’t leave in her pj’s, and the only other item of clothing she had was Fanny’s beaver stole. In a stairwell off the entry vestibule, Sarah gave Dag the dress off her back and their mother’s step-in chemise and changed back into the faded poplin frock she’d worn on the train. As she helped Dag into the dress, she saw the scar on her sister’s stomach, but they were having too good a time to broach such unpleasantness. The makeover montage was giggly and furtive, and it swept the unchaperoned sisters into a dram house down the block, where they each ordered a steak and a beer. They slipped into the common tongue of sisterhood, trading impressions of their-mother-the-snob choking on a porterhouse because nobody at this sordid gin mill had had the forethought to remove the bone for a paying customer. Dag had always been a gifted performer when necessary, and her mimicry was better than Sarah’s, except the few instances when she let out an involuntary mewl before finishing a sentence.

From her stool, Dag even broached her taboo institutional years, spinning contraband bootlaces into silver story threads. Once, on a summertime skiing hill in a place she couldn’t remember, a nurse trained in the wilderness cure tied Dag and nine other patients to a towline and led them on a hike. When a voice farther up the trail roared, “Bear! Bear!” their forest guide tucked into herself and somersaulted down the grassy hill, fearing a mauling. The patients, yoked and stranded, soon met their fate in the form of an Airedale terrier named Bear, who wore a miniature hunting jacket that matched his shouting owner’s, lagging forty yards behind.

Sarah paid. Drunk and jocular, the sisters proceeded to the druggist for a bar of soap and a hairbrush. Dag also asked if Sarah could procure powdered potassium pellets from the chemist’s counter. She had taken up calisthenics in the institution and needed strong, graceful fingernails.

At 3 p.m., sitting at the pharmacy’s soda counter, Sarah remembered that she had not enacted any of her goals for the day. Their time together had been so pleasant that she’d forgotten to ask about Dag’s child, and she didn’t want to ruin everything by doing so now. Instead of demanding answers about the boyfriend and the baby, Sarah asked if Dag would like to accompany her home. Her sister thanked her for the offer, but she had to get to England. Sarah laughed and asked why.

“Because I’m going to murder Baby-Katarina’s father,” Dag said. “But fear not. I know how to make it look like a casualty of spiraling maritime tensions between Britain and Germany.”

“So there is, in fact, a child?” Sarah asked.

“Of course there is,” Dag said. “And I need you to pledge your fealty to me and Katarina now. If I fail overseas, you will be the one to find the girl and look after her.”

“Of course,” Sarah promised. She assumed Dag was joking and played along. “And how will you finish off the Private?”

“I mean to find him, beguile him, and lace his drink with a lethal dose of potassium. Know that your assistance obtaining the fatal instrument is greatly appreciated. If that fails, I will strangle him.”

“Uh-huh,” Sarah said. “And by what means will you travel the ocean to get to him?”

“By ocean liner, but you need not fret over that. I have a plan with Fanny.”

“Oh?”

“I’ll remit my final favor with her by writing to ask if she’d like to voyage across the ocean together to reconnect. She’ll accept my invitation so long as I promise to return home with her after the trip. But I intend to disappear after the deed is done. Now that you’ve vowed to find young Katarina, even if it takes a goodly number of years, I have no hesitation.”

Insight now blinded Sarah like a searchlight charring a dilated pupil. Dag hadn’t asked Sarah to rescue her because of the strength of their bond or her uncommon grasp of humanity. Instead, she’d flattered her into action because she didn’t want to burn through her lone favor with their mother until the next phase of her plan. Sarah was hurt, but a day spent with Dag reminded her how alike they were. She knew how to hoodwink, too.

Sarah patted at the pockets of her dress and emitted a few squeaks of concern. Her train ticket was missing, she announced, and she must have left it at the pub. She had thirty minutes until boarding, just enough time to retrieve the missing item and return to the drugstore for a final farewell. She told Dag to stay put and finish their shared sundae. Unwigged and dressed down, Sarah made her way back to the hospital and told the building attendant that when she was returning from church, a woman on the street had asked her to buy her a meal at a local watering hole. Sarah had obliged out of Christian duty, and the woman got drunk and confessed to being four hours free of an institution after bribing an old woman on the street to release her. This escaped mental patient, who, she believed, said her name was something like Dog, had been prattling on about killing some man when she’d excused herself to the water closet, fearing for her own safety.

“It could be prudent to contain the woman,” Sarah told the orderly. “She had copper-blond hair and wore a brown dress with pearly white buttons. And if I had to guess the woman’s age, I’d say middle-thirties.”

She apologized that she couldn’t help more, but she had the 3:50 to Nashville to catch. Sarah took a long route to the station, avoiding the drugstore. As her train to Chicago peeled out through the city center, Sarah’s fellow passengers went a-titter, contending that they saw police horses galloping after a shapely, wild animal. For a long time, Sarah’s only regret was that she’d forgotten to take back Fanny’s traveling dress, which she’d replace later that week with a nearly identical piece bought at Wieboldt’s on an installment plan.

Dag, wooled and furred, must have evaded capture. Sarah didn’t hear a word about her for another six weeks, when Dag wrote to Fanny from what she claimed was the desk in her charming home in Indianapolis’s upscale Lockerbie Square. Dag said that Fanny had been right about the Private, and if she could let bygones be bygones, the two of them could voyage to Cumberland to reconnect and heal in their ancestral homeland. Fanny was ecstatic. She booked two tickets on the Empress at forty-five dollars each, paid a Wells Fargo courier to deliver Dag her second-class passage, and alerted their British relations. Sarah was furious. Two months later, when Fanny wrote home halfway through her train trip to the port to share that Dag couldn’t make the trip after all, Sarah assumed that her sister had either met a new man or gotten locked up again.

A week after the Empress sank, as Sarah scanned the Chicago Tribune for updates on the ship’s body count, she chanced upon a brief, unrelated obituary for a man named John Fitzpatrick, a Chicagoan who’d joined the British Royal Navy and suffered a cardiac arrest during a routine military drill. He’d fallen off the side of the ship, bashing his head on the boat’s propeller. There was no photo of him, and the only information provided about his personal life was that he was survived by a fiancé named Dagmar in Indiana. The woman’s name, which could be her sister’s bastardized by hasty Morse code transmission, stood out to Sarah, though the man’s surname meant nothing to her. When the almshouse proprietor Mr. Browning wrote regarding “Kate Fitzpatrick” a year later, Sarah did briefly wonder if Dag had managed to trade tickets with a stranger, board under a pseudonym, and survive the wreck. Unlikely, but not much more so than anything else that happened to this family.
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My Inheritance



August 4, This Year


1.

Kath says that because she knew her life was about to change, she beheld her McDonald’s with altered eyes, schmaltzy and charitable from airborne beef tallow. Never had she held in esteem the streamlined genius of her workstation, the engineering acumen evident in the cup dispenser design, or the tenacity of the industrial bun toaster, upright and barely dented now after bearing down upon her flour-soft flesh. She was already homesick for the swivel chairs screwed into the red-brick flooring and all those razor-sharp squares of American cheese in the walk-in. The shift was slow and peaceable, and Kath bade each fixture a sincere farewell. Goodbye toilet, goodbye hamburger jail. Kath could not do the same for the people who made up her old life. Marcy, a bitch, had advised her to get lost; Fanny, a murderer who could talk, was the reason she was running; and Sarah, an alleged con woman, was probably in love with the victim.

The door swung open only a few times during her final shift, and at each instance, Kath uttered fake prayers to an improvised god, her first stab at worship since the uproar on My Lady Clam. Please don’t let the cops walk in and detain me; instead let it be Irving, my layabout sailor who has become more striking and better lit each day we’ve spent apart. The only asses who slid into her booths belonged to the boys’ JV cross-country team, simpletons in shorty shorts who had spent the last two hours muddying their Pumas on the forest preserve’s bowline knot trails. These numbskulls farted through polyester into each other’s open palms and ate three Filet-O-Fishes apiece, then swigged ketchup packets without chasers. Kath searched their faces directly as they ordered, disturbed that she had ever feared them. Like the bonneted pioneer girls who were preparing for the holiday season at the living history museum next door, these boys were children playing dress-up for fun. Charred and slick, Kath now swam in deeper waters, heated to one hundred and five degrees and shocked with chlorine bleach pellets.

Her freshman manager, Patricia, must have noticed a repression of Kath’s legendary attitude problem. With half an hour left in their shift and the restaurant near to empty, she asked Kath for the tenth time in three months if she wouldn’t mind closing alone.

“Go for it,” Kath said. “And do take care getting out of here tonight, Patricia.”

“You gonna off yourself or something?”

An easy way out of this, but no.

“Of course not. Put it on the record that I value human life,” Kath said, strengthening her alibi.

Patricia didn’t seem to know what record her freak coworker was talking about, but her ride was already idling outside the McDonald’s entrance. As soon as the taillights receded from the parking lot, Kath plundered the walk-in freezer for sustenance. The frozen beef patties she’d planned to line her torso with and eat for weeks were too cold against her skin, even when buffered by her work shirt, and though she had skipped school and done cocaine, she didn’t have the heart to steal more than two fives from the till. She padded her anorak and pants pockets with foil condiment packs, secured twenty stale buns to her torso with plastic kitchen wrap, and took the trash out. The glow from dead little Alma Oberbach’s farmhouse window lit up the dumpster, and Kath heard the fragments of an argument playing out nearby, even though nobody else was in the parking lot. That is, until she pulled her head out of the trash and heard the Pontiac pulling up beside her. The car window plummeted into the hollow cavity of the driver’s side door.

“Please, don’t run,” Sarah, who appeared to be melting, said from behind the wheel. Lit by the dashboard’s aurora, her great-aunt’s eye contours were as empty as burnt-up tea lights, the caves of her cheekbones slippery and unscalable. Fanny and her beaver rode shotgun. She flicked a peace sign at Kath through the windshield, mocking Ron’s quoting fingers habit.

“Oh, hello there,” Kath said, attempting to appear clueless, though she’s never been good at playing dumb.

Sarah tore at the neck of her dress and gasped for air once, again, and a third time. “The three of us have an errand to complete,” she said, her shiver slightly dissipating.

“What kind?” Kath asked.

“The nurse must go,” Sarah said, which is what Kath had been saying for weeks.

“You know?” Kath asked.

“She explained,” Sarah said, nodding to Fanny. “In a manner of speaking.”

“So why doesn’t she have an Irish accent?” Kath asked.

“Whomst?”

“Kate Fitzpatrick,” Kath said, pointing at the passenger.

Sarah rubbed at her thin eyelids as if she couldn’t believe that a little white lie over half a century ago was Kath’s main concern when there was so little time to clean up the mess Fanny had left back in the kitchen. There were bigger fish to fry in the creek, shrimp with hep C. Sarah agitated her last bit of saliva to lubricate her throat before she spoke, a disgusting old vaudeville trick.

“Ronald was sawing on about that woman again?” Sarah asked, so disdainful of the dead man who had so recently been her closest confidant that Kath almost felt like defending his theory. Her notions of allies and enemies were shifting in real time.

Kath didn’t answer, so Sarah continued.

“The boy wasn’t as bright as he thought himself. May we all be our own highest advocates!” Sarah said.

“You’re not denying it,” Kath said.

“I never met the woman. And dare I say there’s a lesson to be gleaned from today’s events, as Ronald’s misinformation marshaled his demise. You needn’t pay mind to that kind of chatter.”

“I’m calling the cops,” Kath said.

“Only if you’re certain that will bring Ronald to the right kind of justice. You were the only person home when Ronald came to grief, and lawmen are well trained to infer logical conclusions.”

“Fanny was home, too,” Kath said.

“Well, yes. Fanny will always be home. She is a hundred years old”—Sarah dared Kath to correct her age—“unable to speak and incapable of rising from her bedsheets without assistance.”

“She does speak. She spoke today. I heard it, right after she choked him out.”

Sarah shook her head mournfully, and all Fanny did was moan.

“Katarina, you know that I’m inclined to believe you, but I’m concerned about your mental state. You may be harboring delusions,” Sarah said. “When I came upon the grim scene, my voiceless mother was inconsolable from what she witnessed.”

“You know that she did it.”

“I know very little. I was with the actress, Rosa. We both remarked on the time on the dashboard when I dropped her at her condominium. 2:30 p.m. I believe I saluted an officer of the law from this automobile as I left.”

“So what, now you’re trying to frame me? And Fanny, you’re letting me take the fall?”

“Of course not!” Sarah said. She and Fanny pulled unnatural faces of sham outrage. Rosa would have to work a little harder than they were if she wanted to convince the audience of anything.

“Then why are you denying what she did?” Kath asked.

“I seek only to illustrate that if the authorities found a man dead of strangulation with a secondary head wound near an upturned chair that a little old lady could never lift herself, they would treat the kitchen as a crime scene,” Sarah said. “And I do wonder: Would they more readily believe their perpetrator to be an orphaned schoolgirl, nursing a bitter grudge and girded with the potency of youth, or would their suspicion fall on a toothless, incoherent imbecile long confined to her bed?”

“You’re threatening me right now?”

“You threatened me first. But one could hardly fault you for what you did. You were trying to protect me. You’re a good girl, and your intentions were sincere, as you recently discovered that Ron had been swindling me. He left a paper trail, after all, with all those checks he signed in my name.”

“You’re demented,” Kath said. “Yesterday, you were sweet on Ron, and now he’s dead, and you’re saying he’s a swindler who got what was coming to him?”

“I was never sweet on Ronald. He was a skillful navigator, is all,” Sarah said. She laughed, but her voice grew hoarse. “Until he wasn’t.”

“You can’t do this,” Kath said.

“I would never, unless your hand forces mine. But you haven’t made up your mind yet, and it isn’t too late for the wind to blow you down my path.”

“What is your path?”

A car pulled into the lot, and all three of them froze for a minute, sweating, until it made a U-ey and turned left onto York.

Sarah turned her lights off, but kept the car running. “Don’t look so dour. It’s simple. You’ll assist Fanny and me with one task, and in a few weeks’ time, I shall telephone the proper channels to report that Ronald, who has become like a member of the family in recent months, abruptly stopped making daily home visits to his elderly ward.”

Kath wondered if Ron had any close friends or family who would bother calling in a tip about his disappearance before Sarah got around to it. He liked to throw around his power for people to see, but who did he eat dinner with, if not Sarah and Kath?

“If you tip off the cops, you know that means they’re going to search the house and question you,” Kath said.

Sarah had an answer for everything, almost as if she’d fooled people before.

“If asked to give a statement, I’ll be honest about what I’ve observed. In the weeks preceding his abrupt departure, Ronald had become a bit of an operator. His behavior changed after I worked up the courage to confront him about a significant sum of money earmarked for our philanthropic adventure that went missing.”

“Were you paying him in cash?”

Sarah nodded. “I would’ve given him the funds he needed if he had asked. I really did think of him as a son. I still do,” she said, catching her slip. “I pray he’s safe.”

Kath considered the scheme. It could work.

“We could get Rosa to cop to his change in behavior in the last few days. He’s usually so attentive, but he forgot about her for hours in Fanny’s room,” she said, adopting the iterative mindset of Sarah’s chicanery too easily.

“Very true,” Sarah said. “I hate to speculate, but I do worry that he’s been mixed up with a rough crowd trying to gamble back the money he stole.”

“It’s happened before. Keeping up with the Joneses,” Kath said.

“You’ve got it. Please, could you join us in the Pontiac now?”

The plan would work. Wouldn’t it? Probably not for long, but she hoped to be far away from here soon. Chicago’s most intrepid gangsters of yore lammed out in America’s Dairyland, but Baraboo, the county in rural Wisconsin where Al Capone would cool his wingtipped Oxfords when the city got too hot, was a three-hour drive away. Kath had no car, no internet, and no rich mom. She needed a remote hideaway, some place where no road followed but the bus came close enough. One thing at a time, though. First, she had an errand to run.

“We can’t let anyone find him before you make the call,” Kath said.

“That’s why we’re here, Katarina. Would you please get in?”

“Is he in the car right now?”

“Yes. And we need your knowledge of the woods.”

“I’m not a park ranger,” Kath said.

Unfortunately, she knew of an exquisite place to dump a body. Last Labor Day’s failed moon ritual with Marcy’s Guadalupe candle had introduced Kath to a natural retention pond where runoff creek water drained into a bottomless black pit beneath a crumbling limestone cave. The grotto was about five miles deep into the preserve, but not hard to find. The point of the glory hole wasn’t its location; it was its unknowable depth. She and Marcy had thrown Mrs. Lynch’s zinnias into the pond as an offering to an elemental divinity, then watched in bewildered reverence as the flowers circled the drain and vanished. Whatever disappeared would be gone forever, god willing and the creek don’t dry up.

“Let’s go,” Kath said.

She had not expected to find Ron lying across the back seat when she opened the car door. The trunk would have been a better fit. The length of his legs was considerable, and his sloppy undertakers had crammed his feet and ankles underneath the front passenger seat at a tibia-wrecking angle. His death mask was puckered and mottled.

“Is this why you’re sweating?” she asked Sarah.

“His second half was cumbersome to lift.”

“What did you do to his mouth?”

Sarah didn’t answer, but Fanny took a bouillon cube tin from the glove compartment and shook it like a lonesome maraca. She had pulled his teeth out.

“I’m driving,” Kath said, and she pushed Sarah into the middle of the bench seat; Sarah in turn slid Fanny to the car’s furthest reach.

If Kath says this was the worst night of her life, one that would be impossible to repress, then who am I to question the baroque pulley system Sarah would have needed to rig to move a grown man’s body from the kitchen floor to the car? Why should I poke foul-smelling holes in the timeline of tooth tugging by suggesting it might have taken Fanny more than a few hours to extract Ron’s canines? To make sure Kath keeps talking, I’ll even believe the incorporeal hand she spotted pulling aside the curtain in Alma’s rosy bedroom window as she hung a right out of the McDonald’s lot, though she said earlier this wasn’t a ghost story.

Kath traveled a quarter mile north on York Road, killed the headlights, and then turned onto a service vehicle access road that, when not overgrown, terminated twenty miles later at a slab of engraved stone indicating the burial place of the world’s first uranium-powered nuclear reactor, built right here by the minor league geniuses assigned to the Manhattan Project’s Illinois outpost. As the car slipped down the forest path, Kath mistook that sinking feeling in her guts for a pothole.

For four miles on the odometer, the Bonneville clipped rangy branches like a diligent gardener until the pavement ceded to a forked dirt alley six inches too narrow for the car’s broad body. Fanny cranked down her window and stuck out her head to help navigate as twigs and dead leaves embedded themselves in her shellacked helmet of hair. Kath’s peripheral vision was choked by shrubbery, but if she checked the rearview mirror, she might see Ron’s face again. When the sounds of the creek changed from a freeway-style fuzz to a whistling drainpipe, Kath tried to creep to a stop but revved the gas by mistake. They jolted forward, and Ron’s body wedged itself further into the footwell. No seat belts in a 1957 Pontiac. She flashed her high beams to check that they’d arrived in the correct location, and there it was, a five-foot-tall limestone mound hunching over a moonless drainage basin.

The face of the rock split open to reveal a natural cave that had been marked with blood-colored pentagrams and hot dog graffiti. The watershed’s diameter was not huge, maybe only two Pontiacs wide, and dead in its center was a man-size vortex where slow-rushing water drained down a natural funnel.

Before touching Ron, she unwound a bit of Saran Wrap from her torso, unleashing a torrent of buns that had taken on her body’s contours. Fanny put one in her mouth as Kath bit the cling film into individual pieces. She sheathed the fingers of her good hand and threw a larger strip of plastic to Sarah.

“No fingerprints on the body,” Kath said. A quaint-seeming concern now, considering our current forensic free fall as a result of the narcissists at the Human Genome Project.

“Frostbite robbed me of my fingertips in 1915,” Sarah said, to Kath’s relief. “Fanny’s went the same way a year prior.”

Keeping the headlights on was too risky, so Sarah pulled a kerosene lamp from the trunk and lit it with a match. Its outdated glimmer suffused the proceedings with an august antiquity that the Energizer flashlight in the glove box would have snuffed out. In this very wood, Irving’s forefathers had staved off trigger-happy wolves and white-on-white ethnic bigotry, but all that brutality was a small-fry pissing contest compared to the Mounseys’ wild ramble. Under Kath’s tyrannical direction, the women heaved and hoed, continuously reorganizing their orbit of three bodies into experimental new permutations between the car’s carpeted headliner and the floormats as they tried to remove Ron’s cadaver from the back seat. Kath retied her ponytail half a dozen times, scraping her hair from her eyes to ensure the cleanest vision for the objective, Sarah scratched at her sweaty scalp, and the hard hairspray shell of Fanny’s updo wilted and her chignon collapsed. As they worked, all three Mounsey women shed their DNA into the nooks and orifices of Ron’s body, under his nails, between his armpits, and into his mouth. One of those hairs, and it’s still not clear to me whose, brought Goldie into our lives.

They pushed at Ron’s shoulders and pulled at his ankles for half an hour until they heard a ligament pop, and then their tugging proved less effective. They found more success when Sarah and Kath looped their arms under each of his pits and dragged him out the car door nearest to his head. Forty-five minutes of rousing Ron from his back-seat nap concluded when they finally deposited him on the pond’s edge.

The three of them stood over the body, panting, too worn out for contrition.

“Might anyone be moved to speak in tribute to the life Ron led?” Sarah asked finally.

“You’ve been training your whole life for a moment like this,” Kath said. “I’m assuming you’ve got a little something prepared?”

“Not quite,” Sarah said, then waited for someone else to volunteer a prayer for dead Ron, who was a rational agnostic but couldn’t totally shake off the Baptist upbringing that was so important to his late mother. Sarah Mounsey oft-reminded Ron of her, a gentle, slightly daffy teller of Bible parables. Home care was never Ron’s dream career, but he promised Mama on her deathbed he’d always look out for Daddy. This job caring for someone else’s elderly brought in just enough money to keep his senile father lodged and fed in the nursing home until the day a bruised hip or a hiccup wiped him out. That’s the solemn backstory I invented for Ron later in bed, prepared to prop my eyelids open with plastic straws because no woman with this spit lineage deserves to sleep well again.

The other two Mounseys next to Sarah remained silent. “Well. I suppose he can go, then,” she said.

“Wait,” Kath said. “Someone has to say something.”

When he was alive, Kath could have spit out a half dozen anti-paeans for Ron, unprompted. Now that he lay at her feet, her tongue held nothing. All the posturing that Ron’s months of home invasion had coaxed from the Mounseys’ egos got choked out when he did. Now, their identities had shifted. Kath had led the charge to the creek, so she could no longer claim ignorance of the Unsinkables’ constant plotting. Sarah’s fabled loyalty had been trounced when she executed her vision for this funeral in the McDonald’s lot without Ron’s input. And for the first time in her life, Fanny was no victim, bearing the most guilt of anyone.

Sarah handed Kath the lamp, foisting the onus of a tribute onto her. Kath held the light below her chin as she began her spontaneous tribute. “Ron was a nurse, probably, and a producer and a director and a planner, and a military strategist. He never let his draft disqualification or having to wear reading glasses or anything else hold him back from sharing his opinions, which shaped the lives of many present in this forest tonight.”

She lifted the lantern to gauge the crowd’s reaction. Sarah’s top lip twitched, though she’d stopped bothering to shiver back in the McDonald’s lot. Fanny was smiling at Kath, encouraging her to keep going. Now mid-speech, Kath looked desperately to the muse, but in this tech-free prairieland jungle, she had only the signal strength to garner inspiration from contemporaries.

“Most of all, Ron was a caretaker, and an uncommon one at that. So many of us care far too much about taking from others, but this man took care to give all that he had,” she said, pilfering the idea but butchering the syntax of the speech Sarah had written on her behalf for the centenary, before moving on to borrow from the August 1971 Cosmo horoscope.

“Ron and Sarah forged an uncommon friendship late in both of their lives—and I mean no disrespect by that. So often, this world is sink or swim, but the two of them found each other in the manner of two ship captains meeting at sea. They converged only briefly, but they were both grateful as hell to encounter another old sea dog out here, navigating by starlight while everyone else was fast asleep.”

That last part, I think, is a beautiful summation of what they must have meant to each other. Kath thought she was finished, but nobody said anything. She added an amen, and still only the holdover crickets, weakened by early winter, spoke out. She raised the lamp again to find Sarah stretching her blue mouth into a series of different sized ovals, sobbing in silence. Kath had resolved never to share another pleasantry with her old pal Fanny, but they easily dropped back into their accustomed rapport as Kath looked at Fanny like, What is the matter with this woman? and Fanny looked back like, I don’t know, maybe she really was in love with him.

“It’s probably time,” Kath said.

Sarah wiped her nose and apologized, then said, “Fanny and I would do well to remain behind, Katarina. Pervasive aquaphobia.”

“You’re asking me to roll him in alone?”

“You wouldn’t mind?”

Ron’s body went thunk like a ninth grader off the low dive, and the Unsinkables watched it disappear.

Now a party of three, they rode out of the woods in silence. As soon as they pulled up to York Road, Kath barrel-rolled from the driver’s side without saying a word of goodbye.



2.

Howdy’s asleep on my left calf when a reply from Dickie’s daughter Tina lights up the bedroom from the nightstand. Her response is a foot long, but her greeting just says, “Hi, Claire,” which is rarely a precursor to a message from someone who is happy to hear from you. It’s how Tony Pampaloni responded to my emails about how doctors found silver deposits in my intubated reader’s kidneys, and should I offer her one of mine to stave off litigation?

Tina writes that she was seven years old the last time she saw her bio father Dickie. Her mother, broke and single with a library science degree and a Saturday afternoon go-go dancing gig, moved the two of them to Idaho in 1976 after some Mormon kids rang their doorbell and asked her follow-up questions when nobody else would. Idaho’s primordial beauty was expansive and unearthly, like planet Mars in a bad sci-fi movie, but Tina spent most of her childhood there inside their small-town church. Tina’s mother told their neighbors that her first husband died in a bank heist, which was confusing for a child to hear, even if she knew it wasn’t true, before remarrying and having two more kids with a man named Taft, who did his best and wasn’t some kind of pervert or anything, but was a traditionalist and the architect of a consummate new family, and Tina felt passed over in favor of an updated model. When Tina came out to her mother as queer, though that wasn’t the word they used in 1987, her mother pretended like she didn’t hear.

Tina tells me about her decades of religious trauma, the repercussions of which have only begun to muffle themselves in the last half decade since an ex-girlfriend turned her onto Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing therapy. Tina forgives her mother, who was young and in need of community, which she found in the prophecy of a demented magician who believed the Garden of Eden was in Missouri. She never had the opportunity to forgive her father for the decades of patchy contact and lapsed child support payments, because Dickie never gave enough of a fumbling fuck about her well-being to apologize. When a paternal half-sibling she’d never met messaged her to inform her of Dickie’s passing, Tina made an online donation to the ASPCA in lieu of sending flowers. She suggests that I should consider contributing to a mutual aid fund next time I’m compelled to meddle in a stranger’s healing journey on a peaceful summer afternoon.

It was 9 p.m. CDT when I sent that message, and Tina spelled it “in loo,” but I see her point.



I’d agreed to Goldie’s sunrise meeting when I suspected that Kath had been involved in the strangulation and disposal of a man, but that was before I knew for a fact that Kath had been involved in the strangulation and disposal of a man. When the situation was hypothetical, my meetup with the crime-fighting genetic genealogist seemed like a fun opportunity to gossip. Now the stakes are real, and the motion for genetic testing that the cop proposed will be the end of us. That hair around Ron’s tongue belongs to us. I get the impression that Goldie knows more about my family than she’s letting on, and she’s savvy enough to know that I’m playing a similar game.

Even though I pull up at 5:50 a.m., I’m late to our meeting in the parking garage overlaid by a Cape Cod–esque facade. It’s my first time driving Kath’s car all summer, and I execute an eight-point turn into a tight spot between a pillar and Goldie’s Tesla. She is reviewing notes with the back of her journal propped against the steering wheel. I can finally read the phrase embossed on the cover: GLOW GET ’EM, a line nearly identical to one that Kath claimed was in the August 1971 horoscope Marcy read to her on the floor of a toilet stall.

Goldie rolls down her window, scowling. Howdy glares back, then leaps into my back seat. She’s rocking a no-makeup look: thick, shiny skin, fresh Botox brows, and a trucker hat over a low blond pony. When she takes a sip of her water, she struggles with the straw, which leads me to believe she’s also gotten a Botox lip flip procedure in the last few days. I’d love to ask her about the experience.

“You’re late,” she says.

“I’m never late.”

“What do you have for me?”

“I forgot my family tree password, and I can’t get back in,” I tell her.

“And you’ve called the 24-7 English language customer support line?”

“Yes,” I lie.

“Alright,” she says. She is not patient with me like she was with her cop buddy earlier in the week. “Did you bring your swab kit?”

“No,” I say truthfully. She sighs.

“Has your mother told you anything or done anything that might affect or influence the State’s search of the creek, preserve, and surrounding areas?”

“Certainly. Did you know that the original landowner’s daughter was crushed by a water wheel and now haunts the upstairs bedroom of the Oberbach farmhouse? God rest her soul,” I say. “I also learned McDonald’s didn’t have drive-thrus until the mid-1970s.”

Goldie trades her tumbler for a protein smoothie bottle in the passenger seat and gets to shaking. “Do you consider yourself a religious person?”

“Not even a little bit.”

“Okay, how about a spiritual person?”

“I can communicate with animals,” I tell her. I throw a thumb back to the dog. “I speak to Howdy here, but he chooses not to respond.”

“Listen, Claire, You seem like a straight shooter.”

“I don’t know where you got that idea, Goldie.” I use her name because she used mine.

“Officer Sidowski says I’m not supposed to tell you this, but I will because I respect your heart,” Goldie says. “This thing is going to close in on itself very soon, and if you’ve got any moral tendencies, you will submit your spit to the man with the badge and implore your mother to do the same.”

“I need more time.”

“You don’t have much of it.”

“I have a question for you.”

“Of course. This is a dialogue, not an interrogation.”

“What color was the hair that they found around John Doe’s tongue?”

“Black,” she says.

“No, it wasn’t,” I say. “You’re lying.”

“And how would you know that?” she asks, and she does have me there.

Cornered, I start crying.

“I have a lot going on right now, and I’m not sure how I’m going to get through this. I’m underemployed and my dog is acting out and I couldn’t ask my mom to bring me here and that’s the reason I’m so late, because the last time I drove a car, it was a rental that I was taking back to Brooklyn from White Plains after visiting a friend in the hospital, and I was pretty anxious and my chest and head hurt, and I turned right on yellow, and I ran into a dog who had gotten away from his dog walker, not like ran him over, but hit him with the car and—”

Howdy steps into the front seat and onto the button that rolls my window up. Goldie says something through the glass as I back out of the parking spot without hitting the pillar and drive to get an iced coffee from a Starbucks on the edge of the development. I can see Chandra’s building from the checkout window, and I wonder if her balcony is the one with a tiki fence wrapped around the railing.

Goldie follows me into the drive-thru, but I don’t know if it’s an intimidation tactic or if, like me, her brain feels like it’s turned to gel pen ink and is leaking out of her ears, and she needs java. The barista’s voice at the order board tells me that the fifteen cars in line in front of me have taken part in a pay it forward scheme, and the cost of my coffee has been covered. In a polite society, I have no choice but to fork over my debit card to cover Goldie’s drink. I have no cash with me to tip. As soon as I pull out of the drive-thru, I lose her.

At a red light on the way home, I see a cop in the car ahead of me watching a video on the phone mounted on his windshield of two bald men in tight black T-shirts podcasting at each other. He doesn’t notice the light turn green, so a tween on a skateboard takes the opportunity to cruise the crosswalk. The cop looks up, but only sees the green light, not the boy, and accelerates. A sunburnt dad in a teal Miata screaks to a stop in the middle of the intersection and lays on his horn to warn everyone of impending death and destruction. I make a secular sign of the cross that looks a lot like American Sign Language for help! A John Mayer song comes on the John Mayer satellite station, which Kath has programmed to all five of her presets. The cop car brakes two inches from the skater.

“Put your phone down, fuckwad!” I scream out the window.

The cop turns on his siren, and I pull over into the Dunkin’/Firestone lot, screaming at Kath’s robot car stewardess to remind me of my Miranda rights. The cop car passes me, though, and nabs the skater boy, finally safe on the sidewalk. I watch him write the little grom a ticket for not wearing a helmet. The kid is—and I only mention this as contextual necessity—Black. I don’t intervene directly and instead pull my phone and Officer Sidowski’s card from my bag. A new message from Goldie informs me that accepting gifts while working on a reconstructive case is an ethical gray area. I block her and compose a text to Sidowski about his colleague’s behavior, which, I assure him, has nothing to do with our prior conversation. I note up front that I am writing this while seat-belted and in park, not on the road like his twin boy in blue. I get an instantaneous response in block letters.

CALL 911 IF YOU CAN, TEXT ONLY IF YOU CANNOT. IF UNABLE TO CALL, TEXT LOCATION AND NATURE OF EMERGENCY AND STAND BY FOR ASSISTANCE. IF EMERGENCY SERVICE WAS DIALED IN ERROR, RESPOND ‘CANCEL.’

MY APOLOGIES. CANCEL, I write.

PLEASE DO CONFIRM THAT I HAVE CANCELED THANK YOU, I double-text.



I guess I should have expected Kath to be awake at 7:30 a.m. the morning after she drinks too much wine at dinner with a criminal defense lawyer and confesses to being an accessory to murder, at least. When I get home from my meeting with Goldie, she is in the kitchen in running clothes.

“Aren’t you supposed to be still drunk?” I ask.

“Aren’t you supposed to be still convalescing from a life-threatening internal candle burn?”

I think about it, and unfortunately, I do have to give it up for Mr. Dan just this once. His suggestion that I try an antacid has worked.

“Where were you?” Kath asks.

“Getting coffee,” I say.

“Did you ask Goldie about the hair?”

“Did you hack my phone?” I yell.

“Alright, lower your voice,” Kath says. “It was just a guess, but where else would you have been?”

“She’s got you, she claims. I think you should tell Officer Sidowski and Goldie that you saw Fanny do it and end this whole thing,” I say. “Hand over the teeth in your closet, call the governor, get pardoned or whatever, and we can all move on.”

“I would never mar Fanny’s legacy like that.”

“What legacy? All she did was lie there.”

“That’s not true. Harry freaking Houdini looked up to her. She’s like a war hero to these people.”

I don’t know who these people are, or how there can be more to this story. We know who died and how it was done. But I can’t tell how it ends.



3.

A cut-rate St. Elmo must have been with Kath as she ran to the city bus to the harbor lot to the pier where she chanced upon My Lady Clam tied to a post with the key in the engine. Uncle Jimmy didn’t answer when she called out for him, but the lake was calm, and she needed no ferryman.

Kath clambered into the nav suite and settled at the helm, engaged the choke with her plastic-wrapped hand, and turned the key with her good one. The Clam first rattled and rasped, then moaned and died, but by her third try, she had figured out how to manipulate the engine controls. The boat hummed while getting underway, cutting through the glazy harbor like a knife through the first piece of birthday cake. In 400 yards, now 350 yards, now 300 yards, Kath would be back on Irv’s island rounding out the lighthouse crew, all of them oily with mirth and eating pretzel twists from a Baccarat centerpiece bowl from his divorced mother’s wedding registry. With twenty yards left, Kath realized she didn’t know how to slow down and smashed the Clam’s prow into the rocks bordering the island. Swearing like a sailor, she made landfall.

The lighthouse’s lantern was burnt out, as it had been last time, and now that she was on the island, Kath saw that the first-floor windows were dark as if nobody was home. She stepped off the borrowed boat and carried forth to Irv’s shrunken front door anyway. She raised her fist to knock, then lost all the pluck that got her this far. Maybe he was already asleep. Maybe he was at the club. Maybe she should just come back in the morning. She looked back to the Clam, which was floating away because she had forgotten to tie it up.

“Irving Oberbach?” she bellowed. She could hear a splashy scuffle inside. A fathomless intake of breath preceded the sound of water dribbling over the Jacuzzi’s rim.

“You home, man?” she called out, louder this time.

Kath considered the chlorine stream seeping under the door an invitation to enter. Despite the quick-and-dirty deadbolt, three pieces of duct tape hanging like silver party streamers off the jamb, the door opened easily. The air inside still smelled rank and chemical, but the atmosphere was no longer humid. Wind blew in from every crevice, rattling the chili pepper lights strung off the staircase like dull plastic windchimes.

“Irving?” she yelled.

Fish tank percolations in the hot tub, the only signs of life, drew her in further. A mass of lurid pink drifted toward the water’s surface. A head breached the waterline.

“Who the fuck is that?” Irv shouted from the hot tub, choking on a mouthful of water. His head and torso revealed themselves, suited in only the neck hole of his sweater. His sweats and underpants were strewn on the floor, but he apparently hadn’t had enough time to strip fully before rushing into the tub.

“Irv! It’s me! It’s Kath from McDonald’s.”

“You scared me, motherfucker!”

“I’m sorry. You said I was welcome back here, so I took the Clam, but I’ll go now,” she said, walking backward, her hands in the air.

“Wait, stop,” Irving said, sinking everything except his head back into the water to combat the indoor wind chill. “Shut the door.”

“Okay, sorry,” she said. “Sorry.”

“It’s alright. I thought you were someone else.”

“I identified myself. I’m sorry.”

“I couldn’t hear underwater,” he said. “Can you bring me the towel?”

He gestured with his chin to a washcloth draped over the neck of the purple light on the eight-way Medusa lamp. She sloshed through wet carpeting to retrieve it.

“This is soaked,” he said.

He dropped it on the floor, then wriggled out of the sweater’s neck hole and threw it near the rest of his clothes. Kath unzipped her anorak and handed it to Irv, revealing her striped McDonald’s polo. He pulled on Kath’s jacket and held a hand in front of his penis as he climbed out.

“There’s some napkins in the pocket,” she said.

“Appreciate it.”

“What were you doing under there?”

“Some gutter trash guys have been hassling me and my boys. You know Gareth?” he asked, and she nodded. “I thought you were some goon for hire trying to shake me up.”

“Oh, wow,” she said. Kath still thought Irv was tough as carbon steel, but she could tell that he didn’t come by the phrase goon for hire honestly.

“You’re not here to give me any guff about the hand, right?” he asked. “I can’t deal with one more thing today, not with everyone else after me.”

“No, no,” Kath said, waving it in the air, its crime-scene plastic wrap still secured. “I just—”

She just. She didn’t want to explain.

“So who sent these goons after you?” she asked instead.

Irv sighed and cleaned out his ear with a paper napkin. “The Coast Guard and La Cosa Nostra are aligned. Don’t take me for a kook, but ever notice how they’re anagrams? The Gaylords are in on it, too. One of those jerks came here on Halloween and handed me a piece of paper. It said some shit like A Gaylord handed you this card. Give the Gaylord your sweater, and nobody gets killed, stupid threats, even though he’s a freaking glorified mule and is in a federation of men called the Gaylords,” he finished with a flash of the wrist.

“Fuckers,” she said.

Kath knew he was talking about the white neighborhood gang that ran a corner in the south suburbs, but her understanding faltered there. She thought about sharing Dickie’s anecdote about the diplomat overserved on soured White Russians in the lobby of the weather-girl building, but Irv’s back was now to her. He climbed five steps to fetch a pair of tighty-whities drying on the railing, sniffed them, and pulled them on. Gonads protected, Irv returned and settled into his lounge chair under the inflatable palm tree.

“It’s good you’re here, actually,” he said. “I need an extra set of eyes tonight.”

“Of course,” she said. “You’re alone tonight? No party?”

“Nah. Uncle Jimmy is back home visiting his mamaw before he spends Thanksgiving with me. Nobody can get here without him,” he said. Besides Kath. She’d been honest about stealing the Clam, but she didn’t mention that it was currently on its way to Milwaukee, pilotless.

“Nobody else you know has a boat?”

“The Coast Guard doesn’t let anyone out here this late in the season unless it’s one of their own,” he said.

“And that’s why they’re on your ass?”

“Nah,” Irv said, squinting out the front-most windows from his chair, before changing the subject. “Jimmy’ll be back on the job soon, tomorrow, next day, can’t remember.”

“I didn’t realize what he did was a job.”

“We take care of each other. He’s my gondolier, my skipper.”

“Your sculler,” she said.

“My brother.”

“Not your uncle?”

“He’s compensated well,” Irv said, then raised his hand to indicate he needed silence. He left his chair, crawled on the wet floor toward the window, and cupped his hands over his eyes.

“False alarm. All clear,” he announced. “You can relax. For now. Follow me.”

They climbed two flights into a dark, crowded room wedged vertically between Irv’s bedroom and the lantern room above it. He disappeared behind a pile of junk and returned with a glowing headlamp on his forehead and two pairs of rubber fishing waders over one arm. Guided by the blinking light of Irv’s third eye, Kath saw that the circular room was crammed with useless Coast Guard paraphernalia, inflatable boats and tubes, shattered mirrors, and fuel tanks stacked to the eye-level porthole windows. He handed her a set of overalls.

“Pray we don’t have to use these,” he said, then they set off for the top of the lighthouse tower.

When they summited the final step of the spire’s staircase, Irv opened a door and they stepped onto a 360-degree balcony. The sky was cloudless, blemished only occasionally by airplanes drop-shipping displaced sons and daughters to their parents for Thanksgiving. A waxing half-moon flirted with the skyline’s cranes and construction beams, but Irv led Kath to a bonus level they’d have to mount before stargazing. A twenty-foot ladder led them to a higher, narrower balcony that encircled the glass-encased Fresnel lens.

“Ladies first,” he offered.

Kath had never been so high before. The sweat from her good palm fused to the frozen rungs, aiding her grip, but she feared tearing the skin of her burnt hand again. She made a wrench from her left-hand fingers and used knuckle strength to ascend quickly. Irv followed her. On the final rung, Irv grabbed Kath’s bad hand to steady himself. The strength of his latch shifted the plastic wrap, and as a nascent scab detached from the underlying skin, she stifled a Fanny-style moan.

“Don’t look so scared. You’re a badass,” Irv said. He patted her on the butt, not erotically.

They inched around empty bottles whistling in the wind and arrived at the canvas tent Irv had erected while fending off the last gasp of sunlight that day at 4:15 p.m. Side by side, Kath and Irv edged along the six inches of space between the tent’s flap door and the mezzanine’s insufficient railing. Irv pulled back the overhang to reveal his arsenal: half a pack of Oreos, six cans of Campbell’s cream of mushroom soup, and four quilts, all hand-stitched by his grandma, whom he called Grandmother during her lifetime, may she rest in peace, and a bunch of beers in cans.

“Crawl on in there,” he said.

Kath shoved herself through the opening and situated herself on the tent’s left side. Irv did not follow, though she left room for him.

“Lighthouse keeping has long been a gentleman’s pursuit, but two heads are better than one,” he told her, his headlamp shining directly into her eyes.

“Of course,” she said. Two heads sounded dangerous and couple oriented to Kath. Adrenaline trusses lovers together. That’s why Cosmo always ran articles about women meeting their husbands while formation skydiving.

“We’ll switch at daybreak,” he said.

“You’re not staying?”

“I’ve had a crazy day. I need some shut-eye. It’s actually good that you showed up tonight out of nowhere,” Irv said, handing her his headlamp. He was still wearing her jacket.

He hadn’t told Kath why she was on lookout duty, and she didn’t ask any questions for fear of ruining a good thing. Had she understood his problems were trivial compared to hers, Kath might have problem-solved differently over the course of her next few weeks at the lighthouse. Irv wasn’t hiding from the bastard sons of John Dillinger, an aging fleet of aquatic-minded Italian Americans, or any of the well-organized felon syndicates she envisioned arriving on the lighthouse shores in Aqualung armor. Irv faced only an eviction notice from the Coast Guard after an onslaught of noise, fireworks, and public indecency complaints about his recent parties from neighbors across the harbor, and an archaic municipal decree worked to his advantage for now. Neither the Coast Guard nor the Chicago Police Department was permitted entry to the lighthouse to serve Notice to Vacate documents, but they were allowed to get creative in goading the tenant out to the lawn. Nobody but Irv could speak to the nuances of his paranoia that night, but Kath gained greater understanding when she wrapped a quilt around her shoulders for warmth and a World War I–era service pistol fell from its folds.

Duty wasn’t sexy, but Kath intended to earn her keep. It had been a long afternoon and evening, and each second after the sixty-minute mark leeched a fraction of her watchdog strength. A yawning westerly turned the calendar page to Thanksgiving Day, and the idle predawn exhumed her sunken recollections of the past twelve hours. One beer from the cache recalled Fanny looping a ribbon around Ron’s neck, before a fistful of Oreos expelled the memory for the time being. Kath’s tongue fished the crumb layer from her molars as her mind returned to the McDonald’s parking lot, Sarah perspiring from the weight of her plan. She thought of Ron’s annotated papers, the stroke of his fingertip, and a whole person dissolving into a retention pond. She hated Sarah and Fanny for what they’d done and what they’d made her do, but none of their actions were theirs alone. They weren’t evil, they were just doomed. As of that evening, Kath was one of them.

After two hours in the tent, Kath’s ass was a frozen pork knuckle and her mucous-covered nose hairs had hardened into glass shards. The wind picked up and pummeled the canvas walls of the tent, so she donned waders and slipped through a broken window into the lantern room behind her, then huddled under the broken lens to escape. When the shrill caterwaul cracked the glass of a nearby pane, Kath grabbed the Oreos and retreated indoors with the headlamp blazing. She burnished the light on Irv, asleep in prawn pose. His cheeks looked radiant and cherubic from night sweats when she skidded into his bed.

Kath wedged her toes between his thighs and her fingertips beneath his armpits. Her spooning was utilitarian at its outset, a necessity to raise her core temperature by leeching Irv’s excess heat. He sleep-grunted to acknowledge her presence and nestled tighter into himself, compressing Kath’s extremities. Her feet acquired heat as Irv’s dozing dick grew semi-erect from contact. Egged on by her horndog toes, Kath rooted around in his long johns. She’d never done any of this before. She’d never even kissed anyone. She dug until she found something to hold on to.

He yowled. “Cold hands!” His breath smelled like lake trout, but hers wasn’t much better.

Irv guided her hand from his underpants, which Kath considered a gentlemanly move. Tenderness heaved. She nuzzled her nose in between his shoulder blades, sucked up his sweat, and fell asleep pretending to be grateful.

When Irv got up the next morning to take a leak, she sat up in bed and smiled awaiting his return. He spooked when he saw her, apparently noticing for the first time that morning that Kath was in his bed. He composed himself enough to say hello.

“No pirates,” she said.

“What’s that now?”

“We survived the night,” Kath said. “No intruders.”

“Great.”

Kath knew Irving hadn’t been sober the night before. She was no naif; her mother had been a fishpond drinker even by late-sixties standards. But she did deflate as she conversed with Irv’s hangover, slowly understanding that he would spend the rest of the morning breaking through a total blackout. He seemed to remember her surprising him in the Jacuzzi, but he didn’t recollect appointing her to the lookout tent. He couldn’t specify which flotilla was antagonizing the lighthouse this time.

“Hungry,” Irv croaked. He felt around the floor next to his mattress until he palmed an unopened soup can, then bit into its aluminum lid with his front teeth.

Kath shivered. “Don’t do that,” she said. “You’ll ruin your teeth.”

“Jimmy took my bedroom knife after some girl stepped on it over the summer,” he said, which explained the bloody footprint on the floor.

“There must be a can opener downstairs.”

“It’s messed up,” Irv said. “It’s not normal.”

“I can take a look,” she said. “C’mon. We can get some water, too.”

Downstairs, Kath dove into a drawer in the butler’s pantry and rummaged through unrecognizable, death-dealing utensils stamped with PROPERTY OF USCG until she found a two-legged implement topped with a cutting wheel controlled by a whirligig key. She held the archaic can opener up to the light of the kitchenette window and read the directions embossed in metal twice over.

“Can, please,” she requested.

“I don’t know where it went,” Irv said. He’d misplaced the soup on his walk downstairs and seemed unwilling to re-spiral up at this moment. “Can we rustle up something from the pantry?”

He directed her to a stash under the sink, where he’d stocked a few instruction manuals for household items, a chewed-through bag of dry cereal for cats, a rusted old MRE ration that advertised powdered milk, crackers, and Hershey’s Tropical Chocolate, and three pony cans of tinned, flaked mackerel.

“You have a cat?” she asked.

“That’s for the just in case,” he said. “Let’s do the mackerel.”

“I brought pocket loads of mayonnaise, if you’d like.”

Kath showed Irv how to line up the edges of the circular saw with the lip of the can. She clamped. He twisted. The work was small-scale and intimate, elbows knocking, fingers touching. She worked one-handed to downplay her burn.

“Hey, hey!” Irv said. The top of the can separated cleanly from its body, and he ran his finger across the sharp surface. “Groovy, groovy little crinkles.”

“You did it,” Kath said, leaning forward on a countertop crowded with sticky crystalware. Amid the mess, she spotted the lost soup.

“Always the last place you’d look,” he said. “Should I practice on this one, too?”

“Go nuts, man.”

“I’m a domestic goddess,” he crowed as he gripped, wheeled, and rolled all by himself.

“Does the hot plate work?” she asked, nodding to a dangerous orange portable stove ringed like Saturn.

“I don’t know, Jimmy usually works it for me.”

Kath brushed vermin droppings from an aluminum stockpot and showed Irv how to loosen condensed soup with water. He used the hot plate like a natural then returned to bed with a bowl of cream of mushroom soup mixed with mackerel, two mayo packets pinned between his teeth.

She ran up the stairs to give him the spoon he’d forgotten. He’d also forgotten to ask any impossible questions about why Kath was there or when she was leaving.

“Thanks for keeping me alive,” he called out behind him.

From the third window up the staircase, Kath spotted the Clam bobbing in the lake about a mile northwest. A few days before, Kath would have been so upset about her stupid mistake that she might have blown up an old life raft with her mouth and gone on an odyssey to retrieve the boat. Today, she was just grateful that it hadn’t sunk.

Kath had found a place she didn’t have to leave and had secured a job she hadn’t even applied for, teaching Irv how to live. He slept too much for it to be a full-time position, she realized, but she could busy herself meanwhile. She went into the Jacuzzi room and pulled a beaver dam of hair from the jet filter. The water was brothy, a foot lower than it had been last time. When she sat on the edge of the tub and immersed her legs, the little ankle cuts she’d amassed in the forest preserve stung. She climbed off, knowing where to find a solution.

Under the kitchen sink, Kath located the Jacuzzi instruction manual and studied dozens of drawn diagrams, technical and minuscule. She followed along well enough until the section on total alkalinity, which was dry enough to drive her thoughts back to the life she’d left on shore and to wonder if Sarah was worried about her, if Fanny was eating, if Ron had evacuated his bowels after she tossed him in the pit, if the centenary was still on without his expert guidance.

Kath kept moving, cleaning and repairing the lighthouse like a mid-nineteenth-century whaling widow with a home reno show. She taught herself how to fix a broken toaster oven by trial and error. When she ran out of drawers to organize and mold to muck out, she tidied in tightly coiled repetitive loops, scrubbing new shit off the toilet basin that she’d cleaned four hours prior.



4.

At 4 p.m., the thwunk of Uncle Jimmy’s duffel bag hitting the front yard’s cement slab rocked Kath into holiday mode. The first rash of guests belonged to families who had remembered to defrost their turkeys the night before and served their Thanksgiving dinners by noon. These early birds dismounted the reclaimed Clam shouting woo-woo! and other onomatopoeia and danced in fine feather up the steep ramp to the lighthouse. As they streamed in, Kath picked up a dirty glass with two inches of beer at the bottom and sought to blend in. She was shy and brusque, though, overwhelmed by the number of people to whom she might have to explain her presence.

When she ducked behind the bar to fill her drink, Kath ascended to the position of party bartender after a girl in a rickrack-trimmed shift dress mistook her for hired help. After one sip of a tequila and apple juice from concentrate, her own hardscrabble invention, Kath’s mettle rebounded. Nobody cared to ask her anything except if she could mix them a drink. Billy and Gareth, the stocky busters from the week before, remembered her name, and neither of them brought up Marcy’s. She ate her first bite of ambrosia salad, the leftovers of the gods, that someone had brought from their aunt’s house and placed on the bar top. Life could be like this, she thought, all mandarins and maraschinos.

Uncle Jimmy, whose boat she’d unmoored, did prove challenging to avoid. On his third trip from the mainland to deposit terrestrial guests, he approached her in the pantry, where she pretended to busy herself looking for a long and dangerous spoon.

“You wouldn’t believe it,” Uncle Jimmy said, cornering her under the spice rack. “The Clam skippered herself to this here island last night then kept going until she ran out of gas and drifted up to Wilmette. Today, I’m mostly thankful I have a buddy with a towline.”

Uncle Jimmy was the only person at the lighthouse who called the Clam “she.”

“Very spooky, UJ,” Kath said. “Seems like you’ve got a Flying Dutchclam on your hands. You’ve been dabbling in the occult?”

“I wouldn’t dare,” he said. “Irv thinks you came out last night, but he says he can’t totally remember.”

Kath laughed like they were all old friends. “Love the guy, but he’s a space cadet. I worked last night, and my aunt gave me a lift before I crashed out. Glad you got the boat back and now we’re past all that,” she said, winking for the first time in her life. It worked.

“Sure, Kath,” Jimmy said, laughing. “We’re past it. You dancing?”

November 1971’s top record was a funky heart-thumper by Sly and the Family Stone, lyrically concerned with a parent who affords the same tenderness to their rotten child as they do their golden one. The song knocked through Irv’s plinky speaker system as celebrants grinded their asses onto one another’s high-seamed crotches. A short Black girl named Paulette in a college diving team parka three inches too long offered Kath her first glass of adult white wine. Warmed by the chardonnay and her frenetic dancing, Paulette threw off her coat and showed out in an orange short-sleeved terrycloth onesie. Kath picked up the coat and hung it over a chair. She didn’t want it to suffer the same fate as the pants jacket, lost forever.

A half hour later, Kath tried marijuana for the first time on the top balcony, rounding out a rotation of five guys with the same face. She burnt both lungs inhaling, laughed alone in the tent on the balcony for ten minutes, then went blue when she remembered the gun between the quilts. She flicked on Irv’s headlamp, but the light revealed that her fingers had grown ten inches in five minutes, and the discord throttled her into a dark, coiling mind-space. She plummeted down the spiral staircase on her butt, then pulled an inner tube from a pile in the watch room and stuffed herself into it. As she wiped panicky tears with the intestines of a nearby foam life-saving belt, partygoers on their way to the balcony offered recalibrations: another shot, a handful of leftovers, a mantra. Her old pal Tippi, a passenger on the third boat in, supplied Kath with a Quaalude and told her not to be embarrassed. A crying girl at a party was the most natural thing in the world.

“If you fight the sleep, you’ll have the rockingest six to twelve hours of your life,” she said. Kath already knew that. She missed Fanny.



Kath woke early the next morning belly up in her tube, dehydrated and shamefaced from last night’s emotional outburst. Downstairs, the party was still raging, and Kath scooched her squeaking rubber nest closer to the spiral staircases to listen to what people might be saying about her. The discussions she overheard had nothing to do with her, though. When she could no longer deny herself water, she rode the lazy river of day-after humiliation down the stairs, past Irv’s empty bed, through the Jacuzzi room, and into the kitchen.

The crowd below, who had never gone to sleep, was hungry and sunburnt, but only from their necks down. Kath said a sheepish hello and soon wowed them by forming room-temperature stuffing into dough balls and smashing them into patties using a French-to-English dictionary she’d found in the toaster oven. She amassed an assembly line of helpers stationed up and down the foldaway counter as she frizzled each one on the hot plate. Kath had been a fry cook for years, but this marked the first time she felt like a provider. The guests complimented her for her crisp delegation, her agility with a cafeteria spatula, and her good taste. The castaway who knows how to scavenge and feed is the last to get cannibalized, but none of them was stranded yet. The barometry of a descending cold front had their childhood hairline fractures aching again, yet Lake Michigan remained liquid.

The parties wore on all weekend, and these days without work or school invented formal rhythms of their own. Two drinks in, she’d forget why she pounded around the mainland so huffy and embittered. Then she’d have a third and recoup a trace of her old personality by playfully disparaging a near stranger. A surprise crowd-pleaser, Kath was still funny and nimble, singular in eliciting laughter. Four drinks emboldened her mean streak, but she skated by on the benevolence she’d accrued during earlier rounds. A jester’s privilege. She told Billy that the Thanksgiving haircut his mother paid him to get for the sake of his grandmother made him look like a member of the Hitler Youth. He mumbled that his grandmother was the only one in her family to survive the death camps in Poland.

“She has the accent and everything,” Billy said, as Irving slapped his knee and clapped.

Irv was a holy man between 10 p.m. and 2 a.m., beatific in blazing Jacuzzi lights and openhanded with his laughter. He shared his home and booze like a lonely nun in an abbey would, vaunting her sisters’ goat milk soaps and raw lavender honey with a modesty of spirit, gladdened by the presence of new faces. He was catatonic the other twenty hours of the day, even when he had guests, unless he was rolling out of bed to pee or eat a box of crackers. Kath liked him best during the off-hours when he would smoke a joint in bed, even if the fetor of a singed skunk billowed up the spiral staircase to the corner of the watch room she’d claimed as her own. Stoned to the gills, Irv was friendlier. Twice, he asked Kath if she wanted to explore the island, no bigger than the tennis courts at school, and she shuffled him around for his afternoon constitutional like an asylum orderly.

On one of those afternoons, soon after she’d put Irv to bed, Uncle Jimmy rode in early on the Clam. He brought white bread and beer up to the watch room and remarked on how well she’d organized its piles in her spare time. Then he asked how she’d been faring here these past few afternoons when the parties grew sparse.

“I’m here because I was invited,” she said. “Aren’t you here because Irv pays you?”

Uncle Jimmy said she misunderstood his question. “I meant no accusation, Kath. I think you’re a hoot. All of us have had to live with Irv at some point, and I have no judgment about where you stay.”

“I’m not some hobo drifter.” Worried about being perceived as aggressive amid her tropical new breeziness, she added, “But power to the tramps.”

“I live in an SRO. You know what that is? A man hotel. I share a washroom with forty dudes, and our beds are only separated by chicken wire. And even I don’t like sleeping here,” Jimmy said. “I’ve never known a girl to stay over in the winter. You found yourself a pair of waders, correct?”

“Yup,” she said tersely. “I’m squared away.”

Uncle Jimmy had soured her mood. It’s not like Kath thought she was the first girl who had stayed the night at Irv’s, but she was hoping that she was the most beloved. She still simmered over the indelibility of the girl with the bloody footprint next to Irv’s mattress.

“I’d keep those on,” Jimmy said. “Sleep in them, at least.”

“Okay. And would you recommend strapping on a life jacket before using the toilet?”

“Depends on if you’re the type of person who looks at their BM after delivering it. That’s a high-risk john.”

“You’re sick,” Kath said, but he’d coaxed a little smile out of her.

“I’m kidding. You know what? You’ll be good for him. Irv and his brothers and sister were raised by, I don’t know, I want to say a Prussian governess? She lived in the nursery with him until he left for school, so he’s at his best with an attendant. I’m not saying any of this is normal, but it’s the truth.”

“I’ve already taught him how to make canned soup waterier by adding water,” she said.

Uncle Jimmy laughed. Kath did, too, relishing in the flimsy collusion that occurs when two people are so intimate with a third that they can talk shit about them in shorthand.

On the Sunday of Thanksgiving weekend, someone proposed a game of hide-and-seek. Kath, riding the high of eight beers, floated strip sardines instead. She claimed that she invented the game and explained the rules: One person holes up in a hiding spot as the seekers count down from sixty Mississippis. Then, the seekers splinter and reconnoiter the lighthouse’s most lonesome cubbyholes in pursuit of that inaugural sardine. When the first seeker finds the person hiding, they weasel in next to her. As soon as the next one comes across those two, they stuff themselves into the same pigeonhole, and so on. The game ends when the last seeker shoves themself into the hiding space with the rest of the players, already all oily and smooth, pressed together like tinned fish.

“Where does the stripping come in?” Gareth asked.

“Whenever or wherever it feels right to you,” Kath said. “Got it? Uncle Jimmy, leave the walkie on the kitchen counter, so you’re not tempted to cheat.”

“Not a problem,” Jimmy said. “My navigational skills are second to nobody’s in this lighthouse.”

“Point which way is east, then, brother!” someone yelled.

“I won’t dignify that with a response. I know which way is east.”

“Then show us!”

He didn’t.

Kath volunteered to hide first. Nobody, not even Irving, smack in the middle of his hallowed hours, knew the lighthouse like she did now. She killed the lights and made everyone rest one hand on the rim of the tub. In blackness, the crew counted down in tandem like a doomsday chorus. She stomped over to the kitchen as a classic fake-out, then hid her Keds in the cabinet under the sink and skulked on tiptoes back into the front room. In a move derivative of Irv’s subaquatic camouflage on the night she’d arrived, Kath threw a lidless handle of Seagram’s into the hot tub water to produce a splash, then with twenty Mississippis to spare, she wound up to her watch room and beelined to a tower of eight heaped inner tubes a foot taller than she was. She shifted the top half to one side, climbed into the burrow, and restacked the pile neater than she’d found it before whipping off her shirt and her bra.

Ready or not, here they came. Kath heard half of the party wander out the front door and the others trample up the stairs into Irv’s room. A few more climbed another flight and bounced right past her rubber sanctum to the balcony and lantern room.

Kath would know Irv’s footsteps anywhere now, and she identified them as they got closer.

“Kaa-aath,” he sang out. “I’m gonna getcha.”

She snickered, wanting him to find her.

“I heard that, and I’m hot on your trail. Or hot on your tail? But you better believe I’m hot on it,” he taunted.

Kath peered through the crack between tubes. Irv was ice-cold, working a latch on a chest on the side of the room she hadn’t yet bothered with.

“Fucking damnit,” Irv said when his lovely assistant failed to materialize in the trunk.

“You’re close,” Kath whispered from the tubes, then waited in punchy anticipation as he followed her voice and lifted the top two layers.

“Move over,” he said, not in a whisper, and climbed in.

Kath put her finger to Irv’s lips to silence him. He licked it. Then his eyes adjusted to the dark, and he noticed her bare chest. Though he wasn’t much of a rule follower, Irv pulled his swim trunks to his ankles. She wasn’t expecting him to cup her left tit, and she would have liked for him to ask, but her excitement outweighed her annoyance. He shoved his hard dick right at her navel, then thrust twice at her innie, encountering resistance.

“That’s my belly button,” she whispered.

Irv’s hands floundered around Kath’s lower parts, presumably on the hunt for pussy. He found her thigh.

“Your pants are still on,” he said. “Take them off and bring your leg up here.”

She shook them off, and stood on one leg, careful not to topple the tower and give away their hiding spot. This was what she wanted. When his cock barged on in, she felt no pain, but the rig was unwieldy and there was too much to keep track of. She knew to swivel her hips, but she rocked side to side instead of up and down. Irv grasped her ass firmly to correct her movement, which embarrassed her, as did feeling the paunch of her tummy undulating against his.

“Open wider,” he mumbled into her ear with hot, fusty breath. Kath couldn’t tell if Irv was purring because of the game or if that’s how tender lovers speak to one another. She was drunker than she’d been all week, but enough of a stickler for strip sardines rules that she knew she wasn’t allowed to leave the inner tube tower or ask him to stop in a voice louder than a whisper.

I can barely listen as she recounts this. Kath and I don’t talk about sex, except once soon after I moved back and she asked if my return had something to do with an accidental pregnancy. I was offended because her assumption implied that I had a disappointing midsection and moral character.

Above them, searchers kicked at the locked door of the lantern room and called out, “SOS!” They’d forgotten to keep their exit from the cold propped open with the foam kickboard. The introduction of a time constraint in the inevitable downpour of potential sardines seemed to inspire Irv to work harder and faster for the first time in his life, driving his penis into Kath at a right angle.

“I’m close,” he groaned. Kath stayed quiet.

Six pumps later, Kath’s first time was over. Irv barked twice like a circus seal as he pulled out of her and shot a spindly sequence of jizz onto her leg. She wiped it with the bandaged back of her healing hand and deposited the extra on the black rubber of their shelter. Footsteps approached from the other direction. A guy whose name Kath never learned but who had been hanging around all day huffed up the spiral staircase and heard their rough breath inside the stack of water toys. He lifted the top three tubes and saw Irv and Kath nude and pressed together.

“Found ya,” he said. “Does this mean I get second place?” The guy dropped trou and straddled the pile to join in.

Kath scrambled out, unable to squat and fetch her pants in the confined space. She pulled on the waders Irv had given her and opened the door for the people locked out in the cold.

“That’s not how you play!” the pantsless guy hiding in the tubes with Irv protested, but the rest of them cheered when she got to the door. They didn’t know they were hip hip hooraying for her finally getting fucked by an old man in a lighthouse. She’d spent the last five nights crossing the Oberbach Corporation–fabricated bridge that spanned the bloody, cummy waters of her innocence, and she was on the other side now. Hats off, pants up.

“I found a gun in the tent!” Tippi squealed in the doorway.

“Give me that,” Uncle Jimmy said, coming up from behind her and taking it from her hands. “That is not a toy.”

“I know. That’s why it’s cool.”

As the rest of the crowd streamed in, Kath snuck downstairs to Irv’s curtained bathroom. She wiped her vagina clean with a navy-blue monogrammed hand towel, half-bleached from Irv’s teenage Noxzema habit. A cooling sensation transferred to Kath’s vulva, refreshing until it turned bracing and cruel. She stared into the cotton terry cloth for a long time, immersing herself in the fascinating diversity of color and texture held in its nap: the mentholated Colgate spit she’d just rubbed inside herself, plus her wetness, nebulous discharge, and a globule of brown blood. She heard the party move into the bedroom beyond the curtain and tucked the cloth into her waders, then loosened the wrap around her burnt hand for the first time since she’d gotten there.

She’d expected a handheld crime scene, but her scorched skin had regenerated itself to the plucked and puckered texture of flesh atop a bone-in chicken thigh. She hadn’t eaten a proper meal since Marcy’s house, and she was hungry. She poked it, pleased with its snapback. She felt pleasure. The moment was short-lived, as Irv ripped open the curtain and exposed her sitting on the toilet to six people passing a bottle around on top of his mattress, though nobody seemed to care.

“Move over, hon,” he said. “I gotta let out some old.”

“Huh?” she asked.

“I have to take a piss,” he said. “Real bad.”
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Kath recounts getting penetrated as a drunk teenager by a thirty-seven-year-old within a pile of punctured pool toys, wiping cum off her leg with dirty gauze, and then dissociating into a washcloth like it was nothing.

“It was the seventies,” she says. “These men made no impact on my life because I didn’t let them. Nights like this happened all the time, but they don’t anymore. I have a successful family and a loving business and a private husband.”

In an idiot moment of weakness, I open up. I tell her that what happened to her that night also happened to me the morning of my college graduation, when I woke up with some other girl’s boyfriend on my extra-long twin bed. Kath was nearby, at the casino hotel in the wild plains of greater Utica, which doesn’t look so different from Illinois if I’m not wearing my glasses. Doesn’t Kath remember threatening to take back the mouse-faced slingbacks she got me for the processional when I was too hungover to attend the senior lobster bake in a white wedding tent on the main quad? I threw out my bed linens after he left, so I used that time to take a nap on the 1980s couch in the deserted womyn’s center.

The night it happened, I was falling-down drunk on three bottles of peach-flavored domestic sparkling wine product and all six pills of an expired Z-Pak for a sinus infection I’d gotten from screaming so much, and I don’t know who touched whom first or what happened next. I think it started in a field behind a rugby scoreboard. Afterward, I was angry that this guy, who belonged to someone else, took something from me without asking first. But at the same time, my insides throbbed so good with the conviction that he had picked me. He was a hunk on the diving team who read books, sometimes even books written by women who were still alive. Him choosing me was the affirmation I’d needed since I was twelve, that I was hot, not just funny and sometimes fat because of my thyroid disorder. And then a few months later, my loin vibrations lagged and cooled, and I grew up.

I brace myself for sincerity, and I don’t get it.

“I told you I was taken advantage of as a seventeen-year-old in a lighthouse, and you share with me a college sex romp?” Kath says.

She says I don’t understand. She wasn’t trying to elicit pity or forge a connection. She’s trying to teach me a lesson. Kath had thought she’d be Atta girlie!ing herself for getting with a guy like Irv, but she extracted no fulfillment from his attention. The gratification she felt was all her own, based entirely on her body’s remarkable ability to emerge healed from the rubber bunker she’d built to protect herself from intruders. Irv’s spell, which he hadn’t put much effort into casting but which had vexed Kath nonetheless, had broken somewhere between his second and third pelvic thrust.

Decades after Kath closed the chapter on the lighthouse, on the brink of big money from her spray bottle of best-intentioned poison, she would tape tissue-thin scraps of memory together to justify her time spent there. Irv was a sick middle-aged fuck using Kath to get off, but Kath, a dangerous young fugitive, was using Irv, too, for shelter and protection. Neither was innocent, and they both remained in anguish until the moment Kath’s hand regenerated and she realized that nobody could solve her suffering but herself. That’s a good thing. Suffering creates complicated characters and six-pack abs. Run headlong into it if you wish. But don’t you dare waste more time than you already have in agony on behalf of someone else. That’s punishment. Kath had learned her lesson, but due to factors beyond her control, she couldn’t leave.

And I should spell out for you right here that Irving is not Dad. Can you imagine?
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Uncle Jimmy returned each of Irving’s guests except for Kath to their lives early on the Monday after Thanksgiving. Later that afternoon, an early winter storm turned Lake Michigan into a tartan of ice floes that My Lady Clam couldn’t hack. Four days later, the storm was still raging, and Uncle Jimmy hadn’t been able to cross the harbor to replenish Irv and Kath’s provisions. They were low on fresh food. Being marooned with Irv felt cozy at first, but the first day’s flush of excitement waned with the daylight. The sky went pewter by 2:00. By 4:30, the sun was another rerun she’d missed.

As late November turned to early December and the wild yonder alternated between sleet and snow, the hollow phallus that was Irv’s lighthouse took a beating. Its windows were almost eighty years old and mounted so that a piercing trill pitched through the place like it was a giant flute each time a lazy zephyr blew. Electricity was touch and go. Only the hot tub room’s climate stayed tropical after the thrashing bodies of partygoers had been reinstated to the land, and that was because Kath had made an improvement to the front door, wedging a chunk of sawed-off kickboard foam into the gap of its frame. She and Irv had no reason to go outdoors. Kath kept her waders on.

Five days into their stagnation, Irv suggested that they weatherproof the lighthouse. Kath asked him how they were supposed to do that. He didn’t know. But buoyed by the success of her door gap solution, he was confident Kath could figure it out. She’d made herself too useful.

Kath liked Irv less every hour. He looked sickly and sunken, and she felt obligated to keep him drunk, high, and plied with carbohydrates because she couldn’t afford for him to get too curious about why she was still there. Long-term caretaking seemed to be about deadening deep feeling rather than working toward good health. Kath came to understand Ron’s nursing style, then envisioned his face decomposing in a riverbank for the next four hours. To deal with Irv and her intrusive thoughts about Ron, Kath kept her buzz on with beers.

When she landed on the insulating strategy of duct-taping a triple layer of cling film over each spire window, Kath asked Irv for the aid of his long arms. Even if the thin plastic didn’t retain much heat, it would patch the cracks and was sheer enough to allow theoretical sunlight to heat the spire during the daytime.

“I’m nude and scared of heights,” he said from the tub.

“You’re the man,” Kath argued lamely.

“I’m developing a vitamin C deficiency,” he said. “It’s common among sailors, longshoremen, and wickies.”

Fine. Kath could complete the project sooner without pretending to incorporate Irv’s methodologies. She taped the lip of an upside-down bucket to the top of a three-step utility stool, fashioning a seven-foot ladder that she toted up each stair. Her roll of tape licked its final windowpane only a quarter of the way up, so she mixed an adhesive made from powdered milk, vinegar, and water—a formula her mother Katarina 1, an assiduous letter writer like her own mother Dag, had passed down to her when showing her how to defraud the US Postal Service for a few pennies at a time.

“We sure that’s working?” Irv yelled to her after sucking his tongue with a sharp, whiny inhale each time she clanged her ladder on the metal stairs.

“We’re not done yet,” she yelled back down. “We’ve still got eight windows to go.”

He turned off the Jacuzzi jets so that he didn’t have to strain his voice. “Might be quicker if we cut up tarps instead?” he asked. “I’m freezing.”

“How did you survive here last winter?”

“I’d sleep at my mom’s house, and this place was my pied-à-terre,” he said. “Can’t do that anymore, though.”

“Why?” Kath asked, cutting a piece of Saran Wrap with her teeth.

“Because she’s a cunt—sorry to speak like that in front of a girl—and the old man cut me off because I refused to be his toady like my cocksucking little brothers.”

“Your father, you mean?”

“Yeah. I swore I’d never speak to him again after he knocked me out when I tried to get him to stop beating on my mom,” Irv said.

“The cunt?” Kath asked.

“Yeah, and my little sister. My family’s fucked.”

This poor little rich boy meandering toward middle age, whose exertions could fill a book called Tarnished Steel that I’d be happy to ghostwrite, won’t be getting a fair shake here. This is Kath’s story, and she’s got so much more to explain.

“I was told that my mom moved to Florida without me, to rekindle her relationship with my dad,” she told him. “I recently learned she’s not in Florida, she’s just a nutjob who couldn’t manage to kill herself properly.”

She’d been so careful not to divulge too much to Irv in case someone came looking for her, but she slipped this time. He was barely paying attention, though, which permitted her to unravel some of her concealed mother wound without judgment.

“Yeah, well, your parents probably needed to focus on themselves, you know?” he said.

“Sure, Irv. Maybe,” she said. “It’s stupid, but a part of me thinks my mother got whatever she needed to out of her system, and she wants to come get me and take me home, but she messed up so big that she’s too embarrassed to apologize and move on with her life.”

From Kath’s bird’s-eye view, Irv seemed to be squeezing a highway of ingrown hairs on his inner thigh, zoning out.

“Or maybe she blew half her face off and can’t feed herself anymore,” Kath said. “I don’t know. Nobody tells me anything. Same with you and your mom?”

Irv looked up. “It’s different for me,” he said. “We’ve got power plants and smelters and commercial restroom dispensers, so I have a name to uphold. My old man hates me because I didn’t sire the firstborn grandson, and that little baby’s seven now, set to inherit everything, and my dad’s not going anywhere. Your mom is just in the bayou. It’s fixable.”

“I thought your dad hated you because you punched him.”

“It’s all the same. You’ll understand when you’re older and spend time around people with money,” he said. “I mean no offense by that.”

None was taken. Kath was busy getting dizzy on the spiral staircase, circling an epiphany, ascending through the fog of pubescence that choked out her self-esteem, and about to touch down: Irving Oberbach was a fucking loser. And she was, too, winterizing his hovel and opening his cans. For what? To exhaust her mind enough to neutralize the lonely thunk of Ron’s body, a sound that would beetle around her brain forever anyway, and then get railed by a limp adult cock? She didn’t sleep any more soundly atop her inner tube than she would in a juvie cell or the cave in Oberbach Woods. She had to get off his island.

She stepped down from her bucket ladder, finally comprehending that honest work on behalf of someone else had never benefited her. Some hyper-recent examples came to mind. When she scrubbed the grill top at McDonald’s, a carnal gum overtook its steely gleam in less than three days. When she soothed Fanny with television and trinkets, the old lady still grew agitated enough to kill a man and remain silent when Sarah blamed it on Kath. And no matter how much she serviced the lighthouse, it wouldn’t glow again without a full overhaul of its luminary. The bulb had been busted for years. The old ways weren’t working anymore.

Kath’s mind was only so blissfully vital for one stock-still moment before she heard the squelch of Irv barfing straight into the hot tub. She watched from the spiral staircase as he sloshed the vomit off his chest before jacking himself out of the Jacuzzi, losing his strength, and sliding back into the water.

“You okay, man?” she called out, but didn’t rush to his side.

“Something is seriously wrong with my scurvy,” he said. “I’m seasick.”

“Do you think that might have something to do with your lifestyle?” Kath asked. She’d never heard of scurvy, and it’s nearly impossible for anyone, let alone the girl who became my mother, to say “lifestyle” without sounding like a narc.

“Jimmy better bring some limes,” he said. “In the golden age of piracy, every crewman was given a gallon. Something you learn when you’re a student of naval history.” He sounded like poor Ron.

“You’re not on a boat,” she said.

“Can you please help me get to bed?” he asked. “But maybe put on some clean sheets first?”

Kath left him in the tub and went upstairs. She couldn’t find sheets in Irv’s little boy dresser, so she checked the storage room chest, the only cache in the house she hadn’t explored yet. Since sardines, it looked as if Irv had popped a combination lock onto its clips. He left the numbers programmed to 1-1-1-1, and Kath gave it a shot. It clicked open.

A lost and found! Kath thought first. Then: Plundered booty.

She found at least two thousand bucks in hundred-dollar bills, three bottles of 1965 Château Mouton Rothschild, two blond wigs, and finally, Marcy’s jacket with the miniature pair of pants sewn onto the back. In one of the front pockets, she found the ointment Uncle Jimmy had given her. In the other, the napkin with Irv’s address. She stuffed it down the right leg of her waders. She didn’t want Irv to know she’d looked through his drawers. Then she peeled off five hundred-dollar bills, thought better of it, and added five more, chalking it up to a paycheck she was owed. No clean sheets, though. In no hurry, she removed the shower curtain from the threshold of the bathroom and folded it around Irv’s mattress. She went downstairs, helped Irv out of the tub, and ascended once more, this time with him. Irv got pouty when Kath refused him a piggyback ride, and together, it took them ten minutes to climb one flight.

“Shut the door when you leave?” Irv asked after Kath fluffed his breakfast pillow, then he pointed to four brown bottles. “And can you take these out? The smell is making me sick.”

Kath refused to hand-sieve Irv’s barf from the tub, but she did shock it clean with half a thing of Comet and ten squirts from a spray bottle labeled OXALIC ACID 8% in marker, then stirred the mixture with the butt of a pool skimmer. Then she completed the last bit of cleaning Kath would ever do for Irv when she spotted an errant glob of puke on the yellow shade of Irv’s Medusa lamp, a piece she had always admired and hated to see treated poorly. She buffed all eight necks with his discarded wet bathing suit and moved the fixture out of the splash zone, then adjusted its heads to spotlight the inflatable palm tree. She did it for herself, not for Irv. For her own enjoyment, she untangled the string lights from the bar and wound them around each frond to add a spark of seasonality as she rode out the final lonely hours at the lighthouse. Tomorrow was Fanny’s one-hundred-and-third birthday. While Kath wouldn’t be celebrating the Diamond Centenary with the family, she also planned to be a long way away from here.
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The storm backpedaled early the next morning, and the first ray of low-grade winter sun streaming through the watch room window cast light on Kath’s careful retreat from her nest. She took it slow on the outdoor staircase to her lookout station, having lined each leg of her rubber overalls with her remaining worldly possessions and some of Irv’s. When gathering her things, she came across the McDonald’s uniform she’d been wearing the day she arrived in a pile of sour clothing on the floor. The pocket still had the understudy’s comp card within it. She left the polyester pants where she found them but stuck the shiny wad of paper in the front pocket of her waders. Underneath the bathroom sink, she found a sailing manual with a yellow cover she liked, so she grabbed that, too.

The storm had created dozens of ice floes the size of coffee tables between the lighthouse and the harbor, and it would be a tight squeeze for the Clam. She hoped Uncle Jimmy wasn’t waiting for everything to melt. She’d seen the fender of one abandoned car in the parking lot across the water, and it didn’t look like his truck. She was impatient, but not worried. Her certainty swelled. She would find a way back to the land. If Jimmy didn’t show before twilight, her plan was to push off the island in an inner tube and wait for the elements to (a) drown her or (b) flush her southward to a midsize river city, where she’d take on a new name like Taffy, rent a zippy little efficiency apartment, and learn a skilled trade. Or McDonald’s was probably hiring. No real preference.

Party people had repurposed the balcony surrounding the lantern room into an alfresco fuckpad during the fiesta before the big freeze. She propped the door open with a surprisingly fresh-looking delivery pizza box bearing a Milwaukee area code, though not before checking to see if anyone had left a slice behind. A wad of frozen cheese had adhered to the cardboard, and she popped it in her mouth. Kath was still hungry as she kicked past beer cans and Barbie-size scuba canisters on her way to the tent. Inside, she selected one of the quilts with a god’s eye pattern and shook it loose out of curiosity about the gun that she’d once found there, forgetting that Uncle Jimmy had confiscated the piece from Tippi. Instead, twelve cigarettes fluttered from its folds. Kath wrapped herself up and spent the next hour leaning against the railing and waiting, determined to chain-smoke until all dozen loosies returned to ash.

Kath was about to light cig number four, which bore the unmistakable smell of the vinyl mats in the school gym outside her and Marcy’s bathroom, when she saw Irv in miniature. Four stories below as the crow splats, he was running out the front door screaming. She watched as he threw his flaming lawn chair into the lake. It landed on a chunk of ice, wobbled, and sank into the sea.

Irv doubled over to find his breath, then looked straight up, probably to acknowledge a higher power, but spotted Kath instead. She ducked below the balcony railing.

“I see you,” he yelled up to her. “Get down here.” He held his left forearm with his right hand and shook it like he had a point to prove.

“I can’t hear you,” she yelled down.

“I know you can hear me because I can hear you.”

“What?” she asked, but only to get the last word in. She abandoned her post with the parking lot still empty.

Cigarette number four’s smoke trailed her as she slunk down the staircase, its burnt plastic stench growing more noxious with each step. Irv, half-wet on the left and flaming hot pissed, met her on the final twist of the spiral. Kath had nowhere to look but at Irv, square in the teeth that were flashing inches from her face. His top incisors were the phenotypes of privilege, so influential that they’d dug a groove into the ridgeline of his lower ones.

“You could have killed us both dead,” he said. “The tree in the salon was in flames, and I almost succumbed to the smoke because you wedged the kickboard under the only exit.”

“What’s the salon?” she asked.

“The Jacuzzi room. And you better thank your lucky fucks that Uncle Jimmy bought a fire extinguisher after what happened on Labor Day or else I’d be charred.”

“What happened on Labor Day?”

“One of the gum heiresses exploded a canoe.”

“So why are you taking this out on me?”

“Because nobody but you could be the responsible party for this incident, Kath,” he said. “I woke up to the blow-up palm tree, my totem of Utopia and the last thing my mother ever gave me, immolating. I plunged an ice bucket into the Jacuzzi and threw water on the fire, but the pool chemicals turned the flames purple. Then they spread to the fabric on my lounger, and I touched the burning metal.”

“Oh, okay. Now I understand.”

“And I burnt myself,” Irv said.

She fished down her trouser leg and into a denim pocket by her ankle, then tossed him Uncle Jimmy’s ointment. He caught it one-handed then chucked it against the gallery wall in anger.

“My party palm is a smoldering puddle on the floor,” Irv yelled. “It was the lighthouse’s dominant conversation piece.”

“Most people’s first impression is the tub.”

“Shut up,” he said.

Kath pushed past Irv to assess the damage. She lost a few moments gawking at the psychedelic artistry of the melted tree before her. A veneer of thick amber varnished the fallen string of chili pepper lights, still plugged in and glowing medium-hot in a jumble on the floor. Next to this giant slab of unpalatable peanut brittle, drippings from the molten coconut fronds had lacquered an entire withered cabbage in candy-apple green. Kath wouldn’t take on the science requirements or the orthorexia that fomented her lettuce-preserving empire for another two years, but its genesis was that Savoy in an ersatz fitted jacket, a single bitemark in its supple cheek. Irv’s first and final stand against vitamin C deficiency.

Behind Kath, the old, undernourished man was still sputtering about how her imprudence could have incinerated them both. “I kept you around because I thought you were smart, but now I’m starting to think you might be mentally retarded. Were you in the special class in high school?”

I start to admonish Kath for the slur, but I know she’ll tell me it’s a direct quote, so I retreat.

“I was only trying to make this place festive,” she told Irv. “Rich people love Christmas decorations.”

“We don’t,” Irv said, then pressed onward in his litany of Kath’s transgressions, all previously unexpressed. He seemed to have his lines memorized.

“You never go home, you eat all my food, you clank-clank-clank the cabinet doors when I’m resting, and you ragged all over my johnson in the tube stack the other night. There was enough blood in the tub afterward to chum a shark.”

I can think of one thing more universally unbearable than the wince that clinches the body after you tried to help but fucked up so badly that someone tells you they almost died, and that would be a man telling you that you’re fat, loud, and leaking. But unlike Kath, I’ve never watched a male nurse asphyxiate to death or stolen a boat to escape a toxic home life or stowed away for weeks in a storage room four hundred yards off the edge of the earth. My mother had coasted beyond humiliation days earlier, past apologies and decision-making. If she didn’t have closed-toe pants on, she would have removed her underwear, surely once white, and whipped them over her head in surrender. Kath didn’t care about Irv anymore, but her ride wasn’t here yet, either.

“That wasn’t my period. That was my cherry popping. You fucked an eleventh grader,” she said.

“Who?” Irv said.

“Me.”

“Is this one of your comedy jokes? How old is an eleventh grader supposed to be?” he asked. “This the first time I’m hearing anything about high school.”

“You never asked.”

Irv crouched to the floor where his lawn chair had been, the only place to sit undefiled by the melted plastic slag, and massaged his eyeballs with the heel of each hand for a minute.

“I never would’ve touched you if you hadn’t always been fishing around in my shorts at night,” he finally said.

“No?” she asked, her new rubber tube mindset insulating her.

“Of course not,” Irv said. “This is not good. I don’t mess around with that shit anymore. I’m a good man from a good family.”

“It’s fine, Irv. At the time, I wanted you to do it, and I’m glad I got it over with. It wasn’t a sacred moment. I’m not religious.”

“That’s insulting. You should never have come here. And you never should’ve stayed.”

“You asked me to move in on the night with Tippi.”

“If I said that, I only meant Tippi,” Irv said. “You’ve taken advantage of my generosity.”

“No, I took advantage of your blackout,” Kath said. “You didn’t even realize I was here unless I was on my knees in front of you, cleaning up your shit and barf.”

“Why are you saying that like you’re proud of it?”

“I think I was proud of it. But I’ve reevaluated.”

“Well, you’ve made your presence known now,” Irv said, standing up. Too fast. He leaned over the tub. “You got my attention with your smoke signal, and it smelled like sizzling shit. You’re permanently banned from the lighthouse.”

“I was going to leave, anyway,” she told him.

“Prove it!” Irv said, slapping his palm against the surface of the tub water for splashy emphasis.

The corrosive chemicals spanked the raw skin of his minor burn, and in the body-rocking throes of unspeakable stinging, Irv verbalized his final bullet points of dissatisfaction with his houseguest. I’ve called Kath far worse than whichever uninspired vulgarities this motherfucker had already sandwiched together—a hungry cunt, a plain-faced R word, a bloodletting size large—but Irv’s words in that moment were too scarring for her to recount them now, and she doesn’t remember them, anyway. For the sake of emotional realism, I can relay what Irv would have said to me with the intention of invoking the parts of myself I hated and hoped nobody else noticed at seventeen:


Your face is not good enough for you to talk as much as you do, though you’ve been telling yourself that the constraints of digital photography are bound to misconstrue your true beauty. Allow me to confirm that your arms are as immense, your cheeks are as broad, and your pants are as tight as the iteration of yourself whom you deny when she’s posted online. I can’t be the first to tell you that the hulking, graceless feeling that bedevils you around other women isn’t something you’ll grow out of. That’s just you. Also, your family seems fucked up, but not in a way that engenders intrigue or sympathy.



Kath is mean now because of men like Irv then. Irv was mean because he had been given everything and still ended up in this fetid lighthouse. His life did not unfurl as his forefathers had mandated in iron gall ink on their calfskin scrolls. The pleasure of complaining would never placate him in the same way it does everyone else on earth because the world that wronged him also doubted the legitimacy of his problems. I fear I am not so different from Irv. We’ve both already squandered the bequest of our ancestors because our dearth of hard skills makes us unfit to take over a multinational family business. We can’t for the life of us remember which way the can opener knob is supposed to face. Kath has only ever tried to support us. But what Irv said this time went too far. I’m not taking this one on.
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After Ron thunked, Kath had sworn to never again breathe the same air as Sarah or Fanny. Then she spent ten nights at Irv’s, inhaling black mold, bad breath, and the miasma from a boiling cauldron of bleach, and discovered that some impossible situations are easier to suck up than others. Kath thought it best to wait outside the lighthouse after Irv’s outburst. Uncle Jimmy had to be coming soon. In the meantime, she eyed the icebergs in the water, wondering if they were sturdy enough to hold her if she lily-padded from one to the next all the way to the shore. As she appraised three different pathways through binocular hands, Kath finally noticed movement in the harbor parking lot. As if beckoned by Irv’s Neptunian volatility, a truck she was sure was Uncle Jimmy’s was in reverse, easing a trailer carrying the Clam into the water down the slipway.

If Kath hadn’t renounced strong emotion, she would’ve been furious with how long Uncle Jimmy was taking. He inched his boat through a narrow esplanade between wedges of ice at three knots. A hundred yards from the lighthouse, a wave headbutted the Clam halfway back to shore. It went like this, one rev forward and two bobs back, clouded in exhaust fumes, until the boat was thirty feet away and its captain could make out Kath’s form. Uncle Jimmy abandoned the nav suite, hitched a yellow nylon rope around a metal cleat on the bow, and lowered himself off the front of the boat until the water was as high as his belly button.

“Why are you doing that?” she called out.

“I’m going to pull her in,” he yelled back from the lake, doggy paddling for a second until he found his footing. He grasped the other end of the rope and started walking in the freezing water toward the lighthouse, towing the boat with his body strength. “These little shits jam the rudder and make it impossible to navigate from the helm. I’m like the captain of the Titanic over here.”

“That guy’s overrated.”

“What?” His head had gone under for a few seconds.

“It won’t be funny if I repeat it.”

She watched as Jimmy grunted through the water with the line over his left shoulder, swiping away the drifting beer can flotsam and ice mass jetsam with one hand. When he made it to the island, he tied the boat to a pier post, hoisted himself back into the boat with a savage grunt, and smiled at Kath. He’d trimmed his beard.

“Took you long enough,” Kath said as he stripped out of his waders.

“I was between a million ice rocks and a hard place.”

“There aren’t any towels here.”

“Please, honey. I was stationed on a cutter in the South China Sea for three years. I’ve had trench foot, trench arm, and trench neck.”

This was news to Kath. “When?” she asked.

“Sixty-five to sixty-seven, Coast Guard Squadron One. Semper paratus,” he said. “You know what that means?”

“Always partying?”

“It means always prepared.”

“Did you ever kill someone over there?”

“You should try reading a newspaper next time you start asking a vet a question like that. Do you do that? Read?”

“I read the yellow sailing bible,” she said. “I know how to tie a carrick bend knot now.”

“What about a sailor’s breastplate?”

“Trick question. Same thing.”

“Good girl,” he said.

“Do you have any food?”

“I do, actually.”

She held her hand out for Uncle Jimmy to help her onto the boat, where a cache of grocery bags sat on the floor of the nav suite, packed with soup, name-brand chips, lunch meat, and one head of iceberg lettuce. She riffled through each sack with greedy fingers that moved too fast for paper cuts to keep up with. Uncle Jimmy’s duffel bag was at her feet. When she kicked it, heavy glass handles of liquor cheersed each other within.

“Bologna isn’t my favorite,” Kath said, separating the plastic wrap from its cardboard backing and fisting three dewy slices down her gullet. “Irv thinks he has scurvy. He said he needs limes.”

“Yeah, that’ll happen. It’s more likely he’s got dry beriberi. Or a flu. Sometimes, he wants to be cooed over. There’s a boxed margarita mix in one of those bags that’ll get him back in fine form,” Jimmy said. He looked impressed as Kath put a fifth slice of meat in her mouth. “How about we go inside and make a sandwich like civilized people?”

“No time. I gotta be getting back to the mainland ASAP. I’m packed and ready,” she said, and patted her waders.

“Aw, you’re leaving? Irv told me he was thinking of throwing a little party together tonight if the weather holds.”

Kath stopped chewing. “How did you talk to Irv?”

“On the two-way.”

“What’s that?”

“The walkie-talkie.”

“I didn’t know he had a walkie,” she said. “You guys spoke this morning?”

“I couldn’t get ahold of him today, but I figured I’d get over here as soon as the weather cleared up with some grub. I’ll head back later tonight with the crew.”

Kath would soon be done with this place and its people forever, but she didn’t want Uncle Jimmy to hear about her expulsion from the lighthouse until she was gone for good. He’d been kind to her, even after she appropriated the Clam, and she wouldn’t mind if he remembered her as the sort of girl who left places of her own volition. She hurried their departure by snapping into a fraying nylon life vest, stamping fatty lunch meat thumbprints on each buckle.

“I’ve got my personal flotation device on, and I’m ready to roll out. Chop chop, man.”

Too late. Irv, who had noticed the Clam’s arrival from inside, stood in the doorway with his captain’s hat on.

“Get in here, Jimmy,” he yelled down the stairs to the dock. “I’m talking only to you. Don’t bring the woman.”

“Did something happen between you two?” Jimmy asked Kath.

“It must have if he considers me a woman now. I’m a coming-of-age classic,” she said, waving at Irv.

“Why don’t you go find a gym teacher to fuck?” he called out to her.

“Give me a minute,” Uncle Jimmy said. He gathered the grocery bags and killed the engine, then dangled the key in front of Kath’s nose to show her the Clam wasn’t going anywhere without him.

“Leave the bread and the mayo,” she said, and he obliged. He also left his duffel.

Kath loosened the tie from the neck of a bread bag while inside, Irv grandstanded in mixed metaphor at Uncle Jimmy about the doughy, bottom-feeding McDonald’s parasite who leeched his noblesse oblige. Let him yawp! The bologna was starting to work. One Wonder-butt mayonnaise bun later, Kath’s blood sugar uncrashed, and her heart, which had grown irregular after so much time with Irv, bulged hot and red. She had never been a big-picture sort of person, had never even taken a Polaroid of a landscape, but now she sat under the plain-Jane beauty of an overcast Chicago sky and came to total clarity on what she was doing on this earth, in this timeline, atop the double-wide cushion of the Clam’s skipper’s seat. Kath’s fingers worked a Gordian knot out of a spare mooring line piled on the floor.

She hadn’t yet encountered a functioning lighthouse, but she’d spent enough days in Irv’s obsolete lodestar to appreciate its limitations as a beacon. This tower is not a port in a storm. A lighthouse’s evil eye lenses, unflattering mirrors, and convulsive flashing beams can’t do much more than discourage a navigator, who may have lost discipline in the ecstasy of shouting that iconic Land ho! line aloud, toward the harbor. Thirty minutes with a Coast Guard manual had revealed to Kath how an untrained deckhand pleb could read a wickie’s strobing lights as easily as he did articles in a nudie mag. Often, the light characteristics were dits and dahs rendered in flashes, which Kath discovered she already knew how to decipher, thanks to Fanny’s short fs and long mmms. This whole time, she was communicating in her version of Morse code. Marcy’s horoscope had tried to tell her all of this weeks earlier, but Kath hadn’t really been listening.

Kath opened the duffel bag for beer, and mingling among cans of Old Style, she encountered the gun Uncle Jimmy had confiscated from Tippi. She didn’t even know how to turn the thing on but picked it up, just to experience its heft in her hand. As soon as she saw Jimmy reemerge at the front door, though, she shoved it down her overalls, where it parked itself in the soft cushion of skin between her breast and belly button. Uncle Jimmy walked to the Clam with his head low and when he boarded, he stood at the entrance to the command station acting sulky and unfamiliar. He smelled like he’d ripped a few shots with Irv while they worked out how to get rid of her, when she’d already given Jimmy the map. Drive forward. She wasn’t sure what her latest infraction against him was, but she shored up the Kath of least resistance and apologized.

“I’m sorry about my treatment of the plastic tree and for the fact of who I turned out to be,” she said.

“Okay. Anything else?” he asked.

“And if you can drive me to Kmart, I’ll buy him a new inflatable palm tree today.”

Uncle Jimmy didn’t say anything, so she kept going.

“And I want to thank you for your sweetness and practicality. You’ve been a better friend than any of us deserve,” she said.

“Damn straight I am,” he said. “I didn’t know you went low like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like a bush league hooker trading your body for booze and a place to sleep.”

“You told me that everyone ends up staying with Irv awhile. Plenty of girls, even, when the weather is right.”

“But I didn’t know you were sleeping with Irv or how old you were or that you put out. You know he was getting with Tippi, too, right?”

“I did not, but that makes sense,” Kath said.

“Irv’s not going to fund an operation, if that’s what you’re thinking. You can’t extort someone just because their last name is known,” Jimmy said.

So often a protagonist mistakes early indications of pregnancy for everyday body evils like PMS, expired ricotta, or the burden of being a woman doctor in small-town Alabama. Not Kath. She’d been drunk for weeks but would never forget Irv ejaculating on her leg in that dark, bouncy stockpile where she lost her virginity.

“I hadn’t thought of that,” she said. “So you’re telling me Irv didn’t just hand you some cash to pay me off?”

“I can’t tell if you’re joking.”

“Nobody here seems to be able to.”

“His cap is two hundred.”

“I’m guessing he told you to tell me that, but three hundred is his actual max, right? That should be about enough.”

Uncle Jimmy unzipped a side pocket of his duffel and sifted through orange pharmacist bottles, one of which was filled with hundred-dollar bills. He counted out three bills.

“Can I have another hundred?”

“No.”

“What about one of those pills from that first night?”

“You don’t need it anymore. That was indomethacin.”

“You gave me meth?” she asked. “I shared it with a hundred-and-three-year-old.”

He shook his head. “It’s an anti-inflammatory. No psychoactives.”

“Then why was I high?”

Uncle Jimmy didn’t know, but the answer is that she’d had a crush. Or more likely, he was lying to her. He unzipped the duffel’s main compartment and rooted around. Kath clutched the mound of flesh above her belly button and the firearm digging into it as he searched his bag. If he noticed it was missing, she’d have to pull it. Instead, he grabbed a bottle of Boone’s Farm and throttled the engine. Neither spoke as the Clam turned excruciating pirouettes around ice blocks in slo-mo. When they reached the middle of the floes, Uncle Jimmy put the boat in neutral.

“Why are we stopping?” she asked.

He sat down and scooched into the seat next to her so that their thighs touched. “I don’t know if I can take you back when things are like this between us,” he said.

“It’s okay, Uncle Jimmy. I’ve been called a lot worse, so we can keep it moving. I’d really like to get home.”

“It’s not about what I called you. It’s about what you did to me.”

“What did I do to you?”

“You pumped me for goods and favors, sucking me dry, then you got with my closest ally,” he said, throwing his hands up.

“Oh, Jimmy,” Kath said, catching on. “I didn’t realize men liked me like that.”

“What an innocent you are,” he said.

He put his hand on her thigh, and she rose to charge the exit of the nav suite to escape him, but Uncle Jimmy grabbed the back of her rubber trousers before she could open the door. He held firm as he pressed up behind her and the poke of an entitled dick pricked through his rubber and hers. Goddamnit, Uncle Jimmy! In this menagerie of swashbucklers, all of those committed to violence have thus far been women. He had to do it, didn’t he? The one nice guy in this entire story. Besides Dickie, maybe, despite his shortcomings. It was the seventies!

She kicked the mooring line at her feet upward and caught it in her left fist and pulled the gun from her waders with her right. With two functional hands, she could finally assert dominance. She waved both instruments of death, only one of which she knew how to use, in front of her.

“C’mon, Kath, quit that,” Jimmy said. He was still blocking the door.

“I wouldn’t even need to make it look like a suicide. I’m a runaway teen, and they’re looking for me,” Kath said. She had no idea if this was true, but she was trafficking now in an easily imaginable future, as Sarah had in the McDonald’s parking lot, to scare him into compliance. “You and Irving kidnapped, transported, and falsely imprisoned me.”

“Jesus, calm down. I wasn’t going to do anything.”

“If you take me to shore now, you can forget about all this and you’ll be free to continue your afternoon as you intended,” she said. “Sit down and turn the boat back on.”

They shifted positions in the cramped nav suite. Now subject to the sovereignty of Kath’s weapons, Uncle Jimmy turned the engine key. The engine chug, chug, chugged, then went whizz-bang, then he revved the gas.

He looked stressed. “We can’t go, Kath.”

“Why not?”

“I’d have to get over there and look, but I think the engine block might have gotten slashed by a berg.”

“I don’t have time for you to slide under the chassis and figure this out,” she said. “Don’t move until I’m on the other side.”

Kath enclosed Jimmy in the nav suite, hoisted herself over the hull, and jumped ship, confident that the crag of ice she touched down on would support her weight. A hairline fracture fanned out in a V like the veins of a slippery elm leaf, but she was already onto the next floe. As if it was two hundred yards of hopscotch, she bounded toward the shoreline with grace she never possessed on solid pavement, grooving like a go-go girl, pretending like a little kid, vaulting herself over the spikiest gulches of Lake Michigan and the marina of downed pleasure crafts hiding beneath it. She looked back only once, when she was safe on the pier. Uncle Jimmy toot-tooted three long blasts and a whistle. He had hoisted the Oscar flag, which bore the same colors as the McDonald’s logo, to indicate man overboard, but from Kath’s point of view, he was the one who needed rescuing. A pretty blue cloud of engine smoke followed the stranded ship as the wind pushed it back to the lighthouse and the 4 p.m. moon rose.

Kath tossed the gun into the harbor because she says the Unsinkable Mounseys wouldn’t stoop to firearm violence. She kept the rope.

Intuition is just hypervigilance paying off for once, and you may call it what you like, but she knew Sarah and Fanny had to be coming around soon. Sure enough, the Pontiac lumbered into the empty harbor parking lot, donutted around the perimeter, and came at Kath from the rear. The car sidled alongside her and slowed to two miles per hour as she zigzagged across parking spaces on foot. Kath turned her head into the wind and changed course again, and the car followed each move she made. It went on like that for a few minutes until Sarah rolled the window down to talk, still moving.

“It’s a good friend you have in Marcy,” Sarah said. “She came calling after she noted your three-day absence from school after Thanksgiving. When I told her that I’d lost sight of you as well, she conveyed that you could be hunkering down at a certain lighthouse with a ne’er-do-well heir.”

Kath ceased her tacking on foot, and Sarah hit the parking brake. Kath leaned against the car door. Fanny, the birthday girl, and her beaver sat in the passenger’s seat, and she smiled and cooed when she saw Kath’s face.

“Marcy is such a little rat fink,” Kath said. Then she turned her scorn to the women in front of her. “I’d already been gone for a week, and you didn’t notice?”

“You’ve always looked after yourself,” Sarah said.

“And you waited until I was missing for a full ten days to come find me?” she asked. “Isn’t this your job?”

“I believed you were safer where you were,” Sarah said. “Yesterday, my hand was forced into the difficult decision of declaring you missing after the school reported your absences to the police. At some point this afternoon, you will be declared a missing minor.”

She thought she knew how the rest of this conversation would go: Sarah would apologize for subjecting her, a minor, to their neglect and sadism. They had been wrong, but they would be prepared to right the ship. Sarah would beg Kath to get in the car with them, and Fanny might even join in. They’d take her to the house, to collect her valuables, and then the next morning, the three of them would vanish, right after leaving a tip for the police about where to find Ron’s body. The misappropriated funds raised for the centenary could be repurposed into a low-risk insurance scam in a far-flung suburb of Pittsburgh. Kath might negotiate a larger cut of the cash than Sarah initially offered, but she would eventually agree to the whole plan.

Kath would be fine on her own, but she’d be lying if she said that she hadn’t been fantasizing about the moment when Sarah rolled up like this to save the day. If Sarah could reach through the window and entwine one tremoring-again hand with Kath’s new, smooth one, Kath could forgive it all. Her great-aunt only had to say one phrase: Come home now, please.

But that isn’t what Sarah said. A white car pulled into the lot off the freeway exit, seeming to spook both of Kath’s relatives. Sarah sat up straighter and shifted the clutch into first gear, while Fanny concealed her face with the stole.

“I’m going to drive off, and you’re going to walk to the edge of the parking lot, disappear, and wait until that vehicle returns to the highway. When that occurs, return here and make your way back to the lighthouse,” Sarah said, cranking the window up as she spoke. “Do not come to the house, do not attend the Diamond Centenary this evening, do not ask me to explain, and do not attempt contact until I initiate.”

Fanny looked like she had something she wanted to add, but Sarah was already sailing away.



9.

Kath’s new left fist unhealed itself when she steered it through the original soda-lime glass of the elm window sash next to the front door of the old Oberbach farmhouse. She groped blindly for the interior turn lock and door handle as shards of glass embedded in her skin. She found the knob. When she let herself into the house, she saw that she’d bled all over the vestibule where the bonnet girls in Wonderbras assembled each work day for an all-hands-in Auf geht’s! cheer before their shifts recreating pivotal scenes from the area’s agricultural and industrial past.

Kath plucked a flour-sack cloth from a harvest season canning diorama next to the original hearth to wrap her wound. The pendulum clock on the mantel read half past three, though Kath wasn’t sure if it was just a prop piece. A pay phone hung on the wall nearby, and its draw intoxicated her. She had one quarter and knew one phone number.

After four rings, Marcy’s mother picked up, groggy.

“Hello? Hello, Lynch residence,” she said.

“Hello, is Marcy home?” Kath asked. The sleepiness dropped out of Mrs. Lynch’s tone, and she spoke with clear concern now. Kath didn’t like it. It seemed as if she had recognized Kath’s voice.

“This isn’t Kath, is it, sweetie? You know that the big birthday show was earlier tonight, right? We didn’t see you or Ms. Sarah or Ms. Fanny. You sure have a lot of people concerned about you, you know that? Can you tell me where you are, and I’ll come and pick you up?”

Kath slammed the phone down and screamed into the bloody flour sack just as the possessing spirit of Alma Oberbach, the perfect victim, gently coaxed her up to the flickering red bedroom. Six cornhusk dollies with button eyes resting on a simple pegged shelf over the window watched her climb over the plexiglass divider. She lay down on the pine wood plank and asked Alma and any other presence, alive or dead or alive but playing dead, to cut her a break just this once.

“It’s a long story, way too scary for bedtime, but I’m a friend of the family,” Kath said. “I have nowhere else to sleep. I’ll only be here a few hours, then I’m leaving the state.”

Earlier that afternoon, Kath had spent the four hours meandering slushy lakefront paths in her waders, wondering where to go now that she wasn’t welcome at the lighthouse or at home. Her ramble came to an end when the auras of flashing police boats lit up Irv’s island and bedlam erupted. What happened across the shore wasn’t her concern anymore, but the pretty red lights gave her an idea. She got on the only bus with a route she understood and ended up in Alma’s bed, where she slept like a fallen log. She dreamed, but the content was as inconsequential as the front-of-book text in women’s magazines.

She opened her eyes a few hours later to an angel with purple mascara on just one set of lashes hovering over Kath’s face. Her head was crowned by six taper candles glued onto a fake laurel wreath.

“Kath?” the girl asked. She was leaning over the plastic divider at a ninety-degree angle.

“Yes?”

The girl’s eyes went wide, the purple one more so, and she made for the staircase.

“Holy frick, Kath Mounsey is up here!” she called out, summoning a stampede of character shoes up the stairwell.

Seconds later, seven or eight bonneted heads appeared in the doorway and bottlenecked into the bedroom to observe Kath from their side of the translucent half wall. Many of their calico dresses were only half-buttoned, as they’d all been in the cellar, getting into costume for the first Sunday of the Oberbach homestead’s monthlong holiday-themed reenactments, when St. Lucia found Kath. She had been doing her makeup in a small mirror over the kitchen tablescape on the first floor, and so was the first to notice Kath’s trail of blood from the flour sack to the pay phone and up the staircase.

“Are you alive?” the teenage martyr asked, reaching for Kath’s bloodied hands and thanking god she was found. Kath recognized this girl from school, but she couldn’t remember her name and certainly had no idea why she was so happy to see her.

“Don’t touch her! That’s evidence!” one of the bonnets yelled as a mirrored emergency blanket from a first aid kit was passed from one pair of chipped red fingernails to another, up the stairs and through the doorframe until it had reached Kath’s bedside. St. Lucia wrapped it around her shoulders like a beaver pelt, ensuring not to make actual contact. The rest of them guarded Kath’s bedroom door until a police officer, who had been called at his station a mile away, made himself known with his own flashing set of lights.

Upstairs, the cop plowed through the river of reenactors in the teeny bedroom and ordered everyone out. Medics were on the way, but they wouldn’t be able to get the stretcher up the stairs with all the fanning petticoats. Wily, with a frontier sensibility, none of the bonnets obeyed. They wanted to be a part of the story, too. A second man in uniform, younger, shoved in a few seconds later, panting. He straddled the partition, probably with the intention of carrying Kath downstairs, but he seesawed on his groin one too many times.

“Are you stuck?” a girl asked. Fourteen hands grabbed at the gentleman’s thigh and waist to pull him back to their side of the divider. His cop partner intervened, but there were too many girls to tame.

“Don’t you all have cows to go pretend to milk?” the straddling cop asked them.

“Fuck you, sir!” one of them, in partial blacksmith drag, said.

The seesawing cop soon acquiesced, and the homesteaders functioned as a single organism to lift him vertically from the plexi and replace both of his legs onto the ground.

The first cop, having lost control of his crime scene, called in a show of big force down the stairs. “We’re going to need the axe, boys!”

“That’s not necessary,” Kath said, speaking to the authorities for the first time. “I’ll climb over.”

She rose from the bed. When she overcame the vertical sheet of plastic that had outwitted the rookie cop, the girls cheered, then started petting her like a prize pony. Now ten people stood in half of one farmhouse bedroom. Everyone was touching.

“We found her, we found her!” they chanted, and the big dog blew his whistle three times, then instructed his partner to corral the girls downstairs in an orderly line so they could be questioned.

Kath could have snatched a bonnet, embedded herself inside the horde of girls, and snuck out the front door, but she remained where she was. Getting caught, and so near to the scene of her family’s crime brought her a peace she hadn’t expected and had never known before, like the down parka of tranquility that smothers a person immediately before they succumb to hypothermia.

“Sit,” the cop commanded Kath as he would his beloved German shepherd, pointing to Alma’s child-size rocking chair. She complied, and a disembodied hand reached around the doorframe to drop two packs of peanut butter crackers into her lap. Downstairs, a man yelled, “HEY!” and Kath could hear someone going, “Sorry, sorry, sorry,” while leaping down the stairs to return to the rest of her settlement.

The cop asked Kath what day of the week it was and the president’s name. When he asked her how to spell her last name, Kath invoked her Miranda rights, only five years old in 1971.

“I want a lawyer,” she said.

“There’s a social worker downstairs,” the cop told her, almost apologetically.

He gibbered into his walkie and led her down to the foyer, where the girls were being rounded up, screaming about justice and the Christstollen in the oven in the cellar break room that needed to be extracted in less than ten minutes. Paramedics, park rangers, and Marcy and her mom, both in nightgowns, made up the rest of the crowd. Unable to communicate otherwise above the din, Kath saluted her best friend.

“I’ll fuck your life up,” Marcy mouthed back. She was gone before Kath could return the pants jacket sloshing around somewhere in her waders.

Someone had given Kath an extra pioneer dress to change into. A social worker appeared. What was her name? Wanda? Tanya? Whoever she was, the cop said Kath was lucky to have her. She wanted to talk about where Kath had been and who’d taken her there.

“I’m here to advocate for you, Katarina,” the social worker said.

“It’s Kath, and I know my rights.”

“You’re not under arrest,” she said. “We want to get you back home, and we need to ensure you’re safe and healthy before we do so.”

“I can’t go home.”

“Why’s that, Kath?”

“Will you use it against me later?”

“Any information you provide will be added to your file, but there’s no using it against you.”

“Then I’ll stay quiet.”

When she saw yellow caution tape on the floor around her blood spatter as paramedics loaded her into an ambulance, Kath understood that she was supposed to be playing the role of a missing teenager, not a person of interest in a strangulation murder case.

Twenty minutes later, in a private room in the ER, Kath traded her pioneer dress for one made of paper, and even though she was now a patient, she felt like a suspect again. She was given a hard-boiled egg and a paper box of orange juice. The party was over and had been for some time. She shouldn’t have even been there in the first place. She belonged in the den, watching television with her great-grandmother as an odd couple in the kitchen riled one another up, dreaming beyond their wildest budget. The social worker sat with Kath until a real nurse in a white hat and blue eyeshadow entered. The nurse called her a few pet names, and Kath asked if she could leave.

“Soon, baby, but let’s make sure you’re safe first,” she said. “Do you consent to parting your legs for a few swabs? It might feel uncomfortable, but it won’t be painful.”

An early standardized protocol for collecting specimens after suspected sexual assaults was slowly advancing its way to emergency rooms across the country that fall, though Kath had never heard of anything like it. That banner year for worldwide cultural revolution, 1971, was nearing its end, and she’d missed out on it entirely due to being a suburban teenager marooned in a lighthouse. Kath refused an orifice swab. She didn’t know how this all worked or what they’d find. If the nurse identified anything suspicious inside of her, it would be Kath’s fault. She’d started it.

“Can I please go?” she asked again.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart. I can’t release you without your guardian present,” the nurse said.

Kath had indeed been declared a missing minor on WGN yesterday evening. When Sarah and Fanny Mounsey didn’t make it to their own show The Unsinkable Mounseys Present: The Diamond Centenary, the police considered the situation to be “developing.” The authorities had been trying to contact Sarah Mounsey for almost twenty-four hours, but she wasn’t answering the telephone or doorbell, and her car was not in the garage. Around 3:30 a.m., a source alerted the police that Kath had made contact to their home via pay phone, but the call was untraceable. The girl who stumbled upon Kath in bed had just gotten lucky when she found her.

“Can I place a phone call to my mother, at least?” Kath asked.

The social worker said that would fall under an ambiguous legal zone, as her mother had relinquished guardianship, and Kath burst into hysterics. Their relationship was fractious, and her mother was fallible, but Kath was, too, and she forgave her, and she was scared, and she wanted her mommy. She disappeared behind the curtain again to whisper with the nurse, who conferred with the cops, and they acquiesced to the minor in anguish to get her to stop moaning so loudly. They brought a local phonebook and a telephone to her bedside, but Katarina 1 wasn’t listed. Kath had another number where her mother could be reached, she told the nurse, but she’d written it down on a piece of paper in her overalls, which she’d forfeited in the farmhouse vestibule.

The nurse brought Kath her waders. She wished she’d remembered this piece of paper last night instead of placing a call to Marcy, the rat fink whose mother had revealed her location to the police.

The social worker stayed in the room and took notes on a tiny pad as Kath dialed. The phone rang just once before a woman answered. Kath cut her off before she could finish her greeting.

“Mom?” she said. She spoke fast, establishing the facts. “It’s me, your daughter, the other Katarina Mounsey. I know that we’ve been estranged for over a year, and you’ve had zero contact with my great-aunt Sarah or my great-grandma Fanny, but I really would like you to pick me up at the hospital, please.”

The woman on the receiving end took a beat to process what she was hearing, then got into character. Since she didn’t get to perform the night before, Kath thought she’d offer her the role of a lifetime.

“I been worried sick about dis whole situation,” Rosa the understudy told Kath. Her accent verged too close to a gangster’s moll to be convincing in person, but her effort was more than sufficient over a corded telephone. The understudy was a fast learner, and Kath knew that without needing any other explanation, Rosa would show up promptly in whatever wig she deemed most appropriate.

“I’ll come and getcha now, kid,” Rosa said. “Love ya much.”

“I love you, too,” Kath said.



10.

I hover over Kath’s bed at 2 a.m., suffering a revelation.

“What the fuck?” she asks, sitting up. She doesn’t turn on the light. Dad is sleeping next to her.

“This is like that old, old, old, old French lady,” I say. “But Sarah and Fanny did it first.”

“Who?”

“The one who was her own daughter,” I say. “I read an article about it.”

“Are you on marijuana?” my mother asks.

I am. I’ve been thinking about a woman I heard about long ago. It’s one of those stories that occasionally haunts me, though the only specifics I could recall about the woman in question is that she was old, French, and had a name like “Joanne.” I googled to the best of my abilities for thirty minutes by searching variations on the phrase “byo nanny french woman joanne own daughter.”

Finally, I found what I was looking for. In 1997, a woman named Jeanne Calment died at the age of one hundred and twenty-two. At the time of expiration, Calment was the world’s oldest woman, France’s most prized grand-mère who ever lived, her almost eternal existence touted as a testament to the life-prolonging effects of the French-girl diet: wine, cheese, a lot of walking, a pack or two of raw cigarettes to the sternum per diem, red lipstick, and Breton stripe pullovers. Ten years after Calment’s death, long after the family had gotten away with the grift, a Russian gerontologist presented the findings of a provocative dissertation at a conference on aging. I can hear Dad snoring while I get that sentence out.

The old French lady, he contended into a lavalier, died at the age of fifty-nine, which, if you’ll double-check my math, is less than half of one hundred and twenty-two. His thesis? Maman Jeanne Calment died of pneumonia in 1934, and her own daughter Yvonne took on her mother’s mantle, living the rest of her life under a stolen identity. She would have benefited enormously from her mother’s life annuity. You see, inheritance taxes had ballooned to 35 percent in France, and Yvonne needed the liquid cash to keep up a certain lifestyle of buying lotions in storied French cosmetic pharmacies. Much to the delight of the Russian doc, who hadn’t been accepted by his peers as a young schoolboy in Yaropolets, his claim made him an instant symposium celebrity.

Kath listens to me go on about the case of stolen identité, but she isn’t thinking associatively.

“Fanny is Dag. Dag is Fanny,” I tell her.

“As a metaphor or…?”

“No, literally. Fanny was pretending to be her mother. That woman was your grandmother, not your great-grandmother.”

Kath tells me that I overcomplicate everything. The Kate Fitzpatrick hoopla was just an underpants mix-up. Dag lived a simple life at the insane asylum. I tell Kath we don’t use that term anymore. Kath tells me it was an insane asylum.

“That’s what they called it. That’s what they inscribed on the limestone on the cornice of the building, with a V where the U is,” she says.

“A woman screaming about an insane asylum,” I say, even though she’s whispering so as not to wake Dad. “Generational curses … if we don’t break the cycle, we are destined to repeat them … and so on and so forth…” and then she tells me to shut the fuck up.

My own mother!
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Their Legacy



December 1971, Lake Michigan

Fanny, maybe Dag, by tongue or by code—I guess it doesn’t matter—was the first to suggest that perhaps they had erred in their treatment of Katarina’s life back at the harbor parking lot. The Pontiac had made it all the way to the Beverly Shores, an hour’s drive, before she made her anger known. Sarah had demanded that Fanny rise from the passenger seat so Sarah could get a move on in her procedure of sinking the car in the lake, but she refused until they went back to the lighthouse to look for Kath.

Sarah agreed to Fanny’s directive just as the snow started up again. She wouldn’t have sacrificed their tight timeline and driven back to the city if some part of her didn’t already realize that this act was on its way out. Long ago, in the spring of 1914, just a few months before their mother died on the Empress, Sarah had felt justified in her decision to cast Dag back to the Central State Hospital. The woman had been unmedicated and delusional, fantasizing about an international revenge plot. Sarah’s heartland rescue mission was doomed from the jump, and as she soon learned, Dag hadn’t needed Sarah anyway. She got what she wanted by cashing in her one last favor with Fanny two months later. Curiously, Dag never got on the boat.

Fanny had always known Dag wouldn’t be accompanying her on the Empress. After receiving her most-liked daughter’s written request to reconnect in a letter that claimed to be penned at Dag’s tony private residence but whose envelope had been stamped as censor-approved outgoing mail by the Central State Hospital, Fanny too had taken a furtive trip to Indy to bust her out. When Fanny saw the addled state that her daughter was in, however, she decided it was in the family’s best interest for their darling Daggy to stay institutionalized for the time being. Witnessing the extent of Dag’s decline plunged Fanny into a degraded state that could only be cured by an international pleasure cruise. To keep up appearances, Fanny maintained the illusion that Dag would be headed overseas with her on the Empress until she wrote to Billo from the train station in Vermont informing him that the girl’s queasiness would preclude her travel. No need to concern anyone when all Dag needed was a few weeks of sleep in tight, clean sheets.

One year later, and depending on whose version of the story you choose to believe, Sarah was impressed to discover, her now-toothless older sister Dag chained to an almshouse bed frame wearing their mother’s fur and underpants. With ten dollars to her name, Dag had made it on the train to Canada without detection or help from anyone besides the four men, one each night of the trip, who apportioned their wide berths to the wealthy young heiress in the beaver fur, crying in the first-class waiting room at the station, unable to access her fortune because of unrest in her Balkans homeland. Once in Québec, she met the Irish cleaning woman Kate in a hotel bar off the docks.

The two women sat next to each other, drinking. Kate had shared with Dag that she was an immigrant who had spent four years as an unemployed housewife in the new world and was returning to her homeland for good via steerage passage. Her American husband left her because she couldn’t produce an heir for him, as if he possessed a single trinket that a wee’un would be proud to inherit. Dag cheersed to that, sister. Another hour of boozing passed, and when Dag learned that Kate shared the surname Fitzpatrick with the man Dag was planning to murder, she considered it an Irish blessing. Five strategic whiskeys later, Dag trained her killer instinct on the Irishwoman’s love life. She convinced the poor woman to go back to her husband for a second shot at love and even gave Kate her final ten dollars in exchange for her employment record and steerage ticket.

Ronald had the right idea half-wrong, and Sarah believed he had gotten what was coming to him, spreading dangerous fallacies about her character to an impressionable schoolgirl. Besides, Sarah’s hands were clean in his death. That was all Fanny. Who might be Dag. Even still, Sarah couldn’t understand why it would have mattered to the nurse if she’d brought a nonrelation home. Did she not care for the woman for over half a century and exalt her to regional legend status? Posturers with fudged credentials had always primed the heartbeat of the nation, from politicians to the dazzling stars of show to the everyday heroes who comprised the home healthcare industry.

On December 2, Ronald ruined everything from beyond the grave. An orderly at the old folks’ home where his stark raving Pa waited out the rest of his days finally took the man’s incessant ramblings about his missing son, who hadn’t been to visit in ten days, to the authorities. A detective paid a visit to his last-known employer, Sarah, as she thought would happen, and she delivered one hell of a chattering speech about the home health aide’s suspicious money-laundering behavior before his disappearance.

At that meeting, Sarah didn’t mention anything about her missing niece. She knew Katarina was safe at the lighthouse, as Marcy had reported, so she let the situation lie. Circumstances grew more dire the next day, the afternoon of the centenary dress rehearsal, when the school phoned to report that Kath’s truancy had been reported to the Bureau of Attendance, who collaborated with the local police. On the call, Sarah playacted as an even older woman than she was and told the secretary on the other end that this was her first time using the telephone set. She was caught unaware of the modern mandate to report a teenage girl’s bloody flux to school administrators. But the cops now knew about Kath, and they’d be connecting the two missing persons cases any moment now. Sarah and Fanny then drove straight to the lighthouse parking lot, hoping to send a signal to the girl that she should stay hidden. The best they could hope for was that the authorities would think Ron had killed her, taking some of the heat off Sarah and Fanny while they made their way out on the lam.

But now Fanny insisted they return for Kath, and static in traffic, humility cudgeled Sarah like an oar to the skull. Katarina’s life was salvageable, yet she’d left her high and dry, separated from her family by a dense wood, a six-lane highway that hugged the shoreline, a parking lot, and four hundred yards of insurmountable, watery divide. If Sarah’s reflexes were as fast as they once were or her mind as vigorous, the three Mounsey women would soon be past Waukesha, en route to Escanaba, and they wouldn’t stop until they hit the Canadian border. It wasn’t too late if they could just get to the lighthouse, to which Sarah had every reason to assume Kath had returned.

Compounded by snow and rush hour, the long road back to the city was arduous, and Sarah had learned long ago that Fanny was a useless wayfinder. After butchering the on-ramp to several cloverleaf interchanges, punctuated by strings of muttered curse words that sound hokey to the modern ear, the Unsinkable Mounseys returned to the harbor. Sarah parked far from the shoreline and rummaged around the glove box for a pen, then found a paper McDonald’s bag underneath the seat. She scrawled out a note, then tucked it in the glove box, along with keys to the car. The letter warned that if anything should happen to Sarah Mounsey, look to the unlicensed home health aide. She signed off with her autograph. A clever ruse, Sarah’s final act of self-preservation. Later, after the Oberbach family had got this all hushed up and the car was returned, Kath found the note, intended for the police, and destroyed it. The manhunt for Ron concluded upon the death of his father in his nursing home bed, only to be reexamined a half century later in the dawn of forensic genetic genealogy.

Night had fallen on the old Clam, whose engine Jimmy managed to patch with duct tape after it drifted backward to Irv’s island. She was back in commission as an omnibus of girls with scarf-covered heads and cocooning jackets jumped from their cars and ran down the pier, the claw marks of the beaver trailing behind Fanny annihilating the evidential treads of their shoes. Both Unsinkables concealed their faces and accepted Uncle Jimmy’s hand as they boarded a boat for the first time since 1915, for their final search and rescue mission. When the Clam pushed off, they held each other closely and cooed into each other’s mouths about the fearless women they used to be, especially when they had to fake it.

The Clam had traveled thirty yards to the lighthouse too close to the shoreline to be serviceable, occupied by a man of many substances, when the sirens went off in a round. Five patrol boats had been idling in the harbor with darkened masthead lights since dusk, and the captain of each aquatic unit usurped the commands of his comrades using the authority vested in his own loudspeaker. A jumble of instructions to lie prone or to remain still with visible hands rolled toward the Clam, and a scuffle ensued. The amplified echoes sowed confusion, and the captives on the Clam panicked. When the prows of two police boats collided in slow motion, one cop from each craft leapt toward the Clam to keep from going down with the ship, missing the deck but still driving the majority of the party people aftward. The boat teeter-tottered close to the waterline, and the passengers rocked and fidgeted with it. Some jumped into the water without life preservers and made for the harbor dock. Others were pushed in, grasping at slippery ice chunks in the lake that melted under the weight of their winterwear. As Uncle Jimmy started throwing his mooring line around like a lasso, Sarah attempted to speak up. Nobody heard her. The boat rocked. Large items started to nosedive from the lighthouse cupola. She wanted to explain to the young people that their hysteria was unwarranted. They’d done nothing wrong. The authorities were simply asserting their presence to arraign Fanny for murder, and Sarah had decided, as she always did, to take full responsibility for the woman’s actions.

In the havoc of the scene, Sarah didn’t register the team of officers in bright orange life jackets jumping off their brand-new cutters and charging into the lighthouse. Sarah, once again, had made something all about herself. They were in fact on the hunt for a different perp, Irving Oberbach, who was wanted for failure to vacate and for continued use of an unlicensed craft for passenger transport. And more noise complaints. Nor did Sarah see when a medic bounded back into one of the crashed police boats to retrieve a defibrillator, a respirator, and a medical kit holding a thick, hollow needle filled with a new drug called naloxone. They had found their guy wearing a captain’s hat in the Jacuzzi in the salon, underneath the Medusa lamp, two of its necks joined like hands in prayer over his pruning body. The medic couldn’t have saved him. A month later, the coroner wouldn’t conclusively say if Irv boiled himself alive, overdosed on Uncle Jimmy’s long-awaited replenishment stashes, or inhaled so many disinfectant chemicals that his frontal lobe melted into a smooth putty. What matters is that Irv was in paradise, finally at peace.

Sarah gripped Fanny’s hand on the rollicking Clam as the crowd pushed their old bodies toward the edge of the deck. One girl with black pigtails tried to help them by holding Sarah’s free hand and pushing back toward the center of the boat. Then she was shoved, and she let go of Sarah’s hand as she fell over, whooping like she was dismounting a tire swing at a swimming hole. With Fanny’s assist, Sarah pulled the girl back on deck before a wave of disembodied hands rose from the dark water and pulled, pleading for salvation. When they fell in, the water was stunning. Back then, winters were freezing and lakes were deep.

None of the articles you’ll find on library microfiche report the disturbance at the lighthouse that night, nor do they mention its lessee by name. The Oberbach family still hung on to 2 percent of the Wrigley Company, which published the Tribune and a handful of local papers. Of course, word soon spread anyway about the revelers—the high, naked masses screaming and piling up on each other as the sky changed its mind about snowing and began to rain, melting the cracked sheets of ice suspended on the lake. Purple toes and blue fingers incapacitated the city’s emergency room beds that night, but every person reported missing was later found alive. Nobody knew to look for two old women who weren’t even invited.

News trickled out of the hospitals and to the surrounding suburbs over the next few days, wherein townies would claim that their sister’s boyfriend or their dad’s half cousin had been in attendance. For some time, a rumor persisted that William O’Neal, the FBI informant who infiltrated the Illinois Black Panther Party and slipped secobarbital into Fred Hampton’s drink on the evening of his murder, was among the crowd at the lighthouse that night. Evidence in a civil settlement the victims’ families filed against the FBI suggested that O’Neal had been in witness protection for nearly two years by December 1971.

A generation later, the bacchanalia had been almost entirely forgotten, and Kath had put that part of her life behind her. In the early nineties, Kath ran into Tippi at a trade show. Tippi, fried out of her gourd that evening, had misremembered or assumed that Kath had been on the boat. She held her hand over her heart when talking about poor Irv. And how lucky she’d been for the aid of those two random old ladies who had been on My Lady Clam, last seen dog-paddling toward the lighthouse, their fingers knitted together, weighing each other down, dead set on attending the last killer party of their lifetimes? Kath told Tippi, truthfully, she hadn’t heard that part.
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My Inheritance



August 5, This Year


1.

Three hours later, I’m light on my feet to not disturb my sleeping parents as I get dressed in smart casual clothes to go downtown in Kath’s car. At 8 a.m., I am scheduled to relinquish my family portrait in a tube to Goldie and Officer Sidowski at the County building downtown. I tuck Howdy under a blanket and thank him for his leadership with a kiss. As I attempt to generate fresh spit over the sink of the nautical powder room, I hear the dog shake his way up to four legs and trample to Kath and Dad’s room. It won’t be long until he paws through their threshold. I work double-time to swab the deck of my right cheek before Howdy, the informant, wakes them up and rats me out.

My pussyfooting is futile. In the garage, I don’t even jump when I see that Kath is already buckled into the driver’s seat wearing a hat and sunglasses. I open the front passenger door with my DNA stashed in a place Kath would never look and buckle up.

“Where are you going?” she asks.

“To the lighthouse,” I lie.

“Alright, I’m coming, too.”

“You don’t have to come. I’ll be fine,” I say. But that’s the extent of my protest.

We don’t stop for coffee. Kath doesn’t speak for another half hour, not until the gray noise barriers boxing us into the interstate relent and the lake comes into view. I don’t tell Kath that Goldie’s red vehicle has been five cars behind us since we merged onto the Stevenson Expressway. On the Lake Shore Drive, everything to my right is blue sky and beach, and on my left, brown-tinted windows and reinforced steel. When we spot the lighthouse above the bobbing surf, Kath starts asking questions about my itinerary. The water looks busy. I clutch my chest.

“How did you plan on getting over there?”

“I thought we’d borrow a boat,” I say.

“Impossible,” she says. “Do you read the paper? An aquatic First Amendment rally starts at noon. The Rockfordians will have reserved all the pontoons by now.”

“It’s only four hundred yards, right?” I ask. “Could we swim?”

She considers it as she merges into the exit lane. She runs five miles a day, and I spend a lot of time in cold showers.

“I’ve never ridden a Jet Ski,” she says.

We ditch the car in an underground parking garage I would never be able to locate again without Kath at the helm. For now, we’ve lost Goldie.

Kath had the foresight to wear an architecturally complicated bit of matching high-performance athletic gear with a secret pocket. When she shoves a wad of cash into the skort lining, something’s already rattling in there. She says we’ll leave our phones in the car so they don’t short-circuit. We cross the footbridges under the highway, over the wooden boardwalk, and past an intramural adult sand volleyball league running technical drills before the workday. Kath’s performance fabric does little to muffle the reverberation in her pocket. I pretend to ignore the clinking of teeth against an old metal tin secured to her thigh.

We walk a half mile north before we find a watercraft rental booth that’s open this early. Kath slaps a stack of one-hundred-dollar bills on the tiki hut’s counter and tells the fourteen-year-old on duty, “Two Jet Skis.” He jumps off his stool and his phone clatters from his lap to the floor. He didn’t see us coming, and he’d be happy to facilitate that rental after she answers a few prompts. She refuses the early bird discount because she does not want to give out her email. She is not interested in a monthly membership. He hands her a screen, and she ticks boxes and signs both of our water sports waivers with an artless knuckle smash. Kath’s intensity flusters the young man, and I watch as he resets his face into a brave one before asking us if we’re pregnant or epileptic.

“Actually, never mind,” he says almost immediately, rightly sensing that Kath is liable to lunge at him at any second. I’ve been hanging behind her, but I make eye contact, and I can tell he fears me now, too. The kid is still legally required to recite a safety script. By the end of his first sentence, Kath is huffing and checking the time showily on her invisible phone. He powers through four more sentences. He makes a one-time exception to the statute that every rider must show ID. He agrees with Kath that it’s a stupid rule and hands over the keys. He directs us to a floating dock far, far away from him, where a cluster of Jet Skis await us on the evaporating lake. Further, the lighthouse.

I bury my loafers and sweater in the sand. I have no bathing suit, so I wear my life jacket and underwear.

“Good look,” she says.

We walk twenty dry yards to the shoreline, where a blinding miracle shimmer of gasoline draws attention to the low water level. Kath offers me her bucket hat. We wade through calf-height bath water until finally, our knees are submerged, then we hit the downslope where the lake gets colder, deeper, and tastes like Club Crackers. The hardest part is getting the belly button wet. After that, everything’s easy until it’s time to immerse our nipples. But after that, we’re moonwalking across the lake floor, then we’re floating on our backs to unlock our personal watercrafts.

Kath hoists herself onto her vehicle, clips the miniature crab claw onto the throttle, and revs her engine twice before I can figure out how to mount the thing’s rear platform. Patiently she idles, waiting for me to find balance. I struggle onto the seat.

I have one more question. “What about your mom?”

“Who?” Kath asks.

“Katarina 1.”

“What about her?”

“How did she escape the sea curse?”

“She didn’t,” Kath says like I should already know this. “After treatment, she moved to Weeki Wachee Springs and trained to be a mermaid in a tank who dances around underwater with an oxygen hose. Oldest one they ever had. Fifty-nine or something in a full-sleeved one-piece when all the other maidens were in triangle bikinis.”

“You went and saw her?”

“Once, yeah,” she says. Kath’s mom abandoning her family to become a mermaid sounds as much of a Florida-style fairytale as the one she was fed about her mom chasing her one true love to an immaculate motel that had been swampland six months before she got there. But I choose to believe her. She has always kept a few threads loose from the story she’s braided together to protect me, even though I turn thirty-two in a few weeks and am no innocent. I understand how gravity and buoyancy are opposing forces. I’ve seen the dismal tendencies of fate out the window of Kath’s parked car, the engine always running so I can charge my phone through a chain of dongles that link one generation of cords to the next.

“So why doesn’t she get to be a part of their legacy?” I ask.

“Because I’m the one telling the story.”

She glides onward. I remain in the harbor because the teenager didn’t tell me how to go forward. I figure it out eventually.

Past the marina, I turn languid figure eights, scanning the shoreline for Goldie and Officer Sidowski, questioning what else Kath chooses to keep to herself. I also wonder what half-truths she secreted into the manila envelope that rotted in the basement records room of the Cook County Hospital until the building was converted into a hotel in 2002. I must assume Uncle Jimmy hadn’t really let her disappear from the Clam that day without a blowjob or worse. Yesterday, Kath told me that Sarah and Fanny certainly had enough luck left in their tanks to reach their destination to save her that night, even if she was long gone. I told her she doesn’t have to protect me. If there’s one thing I learned from her story, it’s that we all go out in the way of our mothers: traceless, unsubstantiated. They drowned.

She circles back and asks me if I want to race.

“Where to?” I ask. The lighthouse is no goal, about two hundred feet from our vessels.

“Canada, probably,” Kath says.

“Or at least Green Bay,” I say.

She takes off before I hit the throttle, toot-tooting her horn. I honk back and accelerate. My eyes are on the speedometer, and I’m going fifteen miles per hour, then twenty, maxing out at twenty-five. Skidding across the water, eating the spume of Kath’s rooster tail, I surpass the latitude of the lighthouse in a matter of seconds. Under the clear blue sky, the person whom I’ve been trying to figure out for so long seems so simple to understand. Our family business is to shellack over any living thing with the inclination to wilt. It’s quite the operation. Still, all Kath has ever wanted is for me to see her as the type of person she knows she is, a woman who has veneered the surface of all seven seas, the spine of every coral reef, and the belly of each baby albatross. She demands respect. I clamor for empathy. We’ve been deadlocked in misconception for decades, not realizing that we’re asking each other to yield to the same thing.

Kath’s exhortations about Sarah and Fanny were never about convincing me to act more like them; they were history lessons to ensure the preservation of their saga. Long ago, she knew I would need her guidance when she’s no longer around. As our inheritance tends to go, the sea will come calling for Kath’s life next, then for mine, and then for my daughters who don’t exist yet and may never if we don’t get some rain soon. They’ll have to be fighters like their grandmother, as all my ova and yours have come to be enshrined by rigid microplastic shells.

I don’t want to race anymore, and I never had any interest in exploring the lighthouse. Nothing out here is so obscure anymore that it requires a spotlight.

I yell out to let Kath know we need to return to the tiki hut, but her silhouette is a horsefly on a vast swathe of blue. I consider heading back without her. I look over my shoulder to gauge our distance from the shoreline. The freedom boaters in the marina have fallen into their conga line and seem to be awaiting instruction from the Admiral over their clip-on Bluetooth speakers. The fleet has their flagpoles pointed forward like naval rams. When I right myself, Kath has disappeared without saying goodbye. I try not to be too miffed. We’ll meet again someday, up north at our agreed-upon spot in a week or two, or in a thousand years, as pebble-size shards of teeth matted into nets of sun-bleached hair in the unsinkable garbage patch she created for us in the Indian Ocean. For my whole life, Kath has been a few leagues ahead, waiting for me to catch up.

But now, I swear, she’s gone. There’s not even a wake.
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