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            Prologue

         
         
            1998

         

         They are running again. Deep into the seam of the Wisconsin woods, through the gaps in the spruces and pines. Along the golden
            jog of the creek. They fly past the yowling of dogs, the hiss of fat catching fire under the grates of a grill, leaving behind
            clattering pill bottles, upturned furniture, napkins crumpled like fallen doves among pillars of glass, a yeasty belch of
            fury in the air. The yellow farmhouse becomes a thumb smudge in the background. And still, they go deeper.
         

         
         Vivi, the elder at ten, holds her sister’s sweat-wicked hand so tightly that Calla, eight and indignant, cries out in protest.
            Vivi catches sight of Calla’s pastel-crayon-grimed fingertips, the marmalade streaked under the downward curve of her mouth.
            Her chest is tight with adrenaline, but she forces a release of muscle.
         

         
         “Here, Button,” she says, handing Calla a stick. “Draw me a dragon.”

         
         When things become what they do, the sisters take to the woods. In the dirt, they render worlds more beautiful and sensible
            than their own. Dragons expelled from castles; mermaids saving sailors from shipwrecks. Their mother, May, was the one who’d
            given them all those myths of justice. She hadn’t wanted to live in their reality, so she taught them to build stepping-stones
            made of stories. She revealed to them the art of waking dreams. Then she left to climb alone.
         

         
         Calla stares at the stick, then throws it away from her. “No. I won’t.”

         
         Vivi sees a shiny, new hardness in her sister’s eyes. The gauze of childhood, lifted from a wound. She remembers how, just
            moments before, in the kitchen their mother once loved, their father had slapped Calla across the face. Don’t sass me, girl. It was an unconvincing slap, hesitant in its conviction, but it was also the first time Tuấn had turned against his youngest and most beloved.
         

         
         Calla had stood in the mottled light, her hand cushioning her cheek, breathing fast. Vivi saw the churn of wills; their father,
            on his fourth beer of the evening, regretful yet clinging to his last thread of authority, and Calla, prideful and betrayed,
            ready to antagonize. Vivi had known enough to pull Calla away before portent could become disaster.
         

         
         The woods of Deer Creek would always lure Calla in, her dark siren. Wind hissing through her parted lips, the clench of her
            teeth as she runs. She loves running. And maybe she’d let herself be pulled away because, in some corner of her young heart,
            she understands the mechanics of power. Even in the fairy tales, heroes must be cunning. They must wait for the monsters to
            sleep.
         

         
         Now it’s dusk. Tuấn’s handprint on Calla’s skin is as pink as the disappearing horizon. Vivi thinks she would like to mix that color for herself.
            She’d start with a base of titanium white, warmed with Holland yellow. Then, a flick of carmine, deepened with an undertone
            of her favorite shade, phthalo blue. Yes, almost right. The tender pink of consequence.
         

         
         Calla catches her gaze. “What are you looking at?”

         
         “I have an idea. Let’s play hide-and-seek. Trốn tìm.”
         

         
         “His game.” Calla quavers with disgust.

         
         Months ago during a winter power outage, with nothing more to do than poke the fire, Tuấn told them about how he used to play with his younger brother Ki`êu in Long Xuyên. He rarely spoke of Ki`êu, but that night, the memories rivered from him. Tuấn talked about how he and his brother folded themselves into impossible wads of skin and bone to escape the other’s notice. The hiding had served them well during the war, another one of his forbidden topics. Tuấn buried the memories of singing bullets and refugee boats toppling with bodies, along with those of their mother, who’d left
            without a trace when Vivi was seven and Calla was five. Vanishings and violence, curses that kept on giving.
         

         
         Before the sisters could ask where Ki`êu had gone, the lights flickered back on in the farmhouse. Tuấn would not speak about his brother again, but Vivi imagines her uncle sometimes, a patient man with her father’s blue-black
            eyes, still huddled behind the trees, waiting to be found. But he’s dead now. Most of their family are.
         

         
         “Trốn tìm will be ours,” says Vivi. “Better than regular hide-and-seek. A bigger adventure.”
         

         
         Doubt hopscotches across Calla’s face, then sinks under the skin. In its place emerges a hope so tender and fragile that Vivi
            could almost reach out to stroke it.
         

         
         “How do we play?”

         
         They set the rules together. The seeker counts to fifty while the hider scurries to their chosen spot. They can hide anywhere
            in the woods, but once they find a spot, they are not allowed to move. No matter how long it takes, the hider can’t reveal
            herself, under that most grievous penalty of sibling humiliation.
         

         
         Vivi scoots behind a stone shaped like a curled-up jungle cat, not far from where Calla squeezes her eyes shut, counting.
            Calla skips a few numbers, but Vivi doesn’t correct her. She presses her nails into the dirt and waits.
         

         
         Then Calla begins hunting, footsteps approaching and receding, tracing orbits around the trees. By the ticking of her wristwatch,
            Vivi tracks five minutes, then ten. There’s a shuffling of leaves, Calla’s hum of annoyance.
         

         
         At last, Calla’s head pops from behind the stone. Eleven minutes precisely. “Found you. My turn.”

         
         As Vivi counts, eyes shut, she practices honing her other senses. Once, she’d read about sightless animals that relied on vibrations to navigate the world around them. An alternate sense expanding to fill in the gap of the missing one. She remembers her art teacher talking about Claude Monet’s diminished sight, how perception can muddy and sharpen all at once. Art, the teacher had said, can come from loss. 

         
         Twenty-seven, twenty-eight. Her fist curls and uncurls with the count, a throbbing organ.

         
         On a parallel rail of thought, Vivi is imagining her father’s right hand, crushed in an accident at the lumber mill just a
            year before their mother left. Vivi was six when the accident happened. She’d only just begun to sleep through the night,
            but her father’s hand brought the nightmares back. She spies the hand when he’s sleeping, resting on his chest in a heap of
            skin and bone.
         

         
         Now he does everything with his left hand. Reaching for his belt, slamming doors, holding the telephone receiver as he calls
            about the food stamps that never arrive on time. Driving like a maniac under the yawning country roads. Smacking Vivi for
            some infraction she would never remember afterward.
         

         
         “Fifty,” she finishes.

         
         Calla is not behind the crouching-cat rock. She is not among the ghost trunks of quaking aspen or the snowberry shrubs with
            their larval clusters of fruit. Vivi wanders on and on in the woods, her sneakers slipping in muck, a wet sickness running
            up her neck. Fifteen minutes, and still no Calla. A warbler trills from a branch, a squirrel scrabbles over mulch. Dread scoops
            a hollow inside Vivi’s stomach.
         

         
         She hears her mother’s last words, the ones spoken before she left them in the night. Keep close to your sister. She’s all you have. A tuck of the hair, a soft close of the door. Vivi had nodded drowsily, not understanding what she was promising or how
            that promise would root inside her for the rest of her life. Because that’s the way of oaths. They are binding.
         

         
         Ink now bleeds from the clouds, shadowing the last of the day. Vivi fiddles with the silver antler ring in her pocket, one of the mementos left behind by May. She hasn’t told Calla about the ring, but Calla will find out. The secrets never manage to grow between them. 

         
         “Calla?” she calls. “You can come out now. This is a stupid game.”

         
         She imagines Calla falling into the creek, bitten-down fingertips slipping beneath the surface. Wiggling a farewell. Vivi
            races toward that thin vein of the woods. Her feet stir the leaves and shuffling night creatures. But the creek’s surface
            is glass, reflecting a swarm of midges, the black cathedral of trees. 
         

         
         Vivi wants her mother, even as she feels her anger leaping out in unexpected places, then disappearing just as quickly. What
            would May do in this situation? Vivi doesn’t know anymore. With each passing year, the memory of her mother frays into another
            woodland story, draped from the boughs like moss. How to hate something that no longer exists?
         

         
         Vivi makes her decision. She will go back to the farmhouse and find Tuấn. She’ll pull him into their hidden world, allow him to slice it open with his impotent rage, his unceasing blame. She has
            no choice. She is the protector and she has failed.
         

         
         But then she hears a muffled giggle. She looks up and there Calla sits on a low branch, feet dangling in hand-me-down sneakers.
            She’d drawn a series of hearts on the outer sole and colored them in with a red Sharpie. Each as precise as a stamp.
         

         
         Vivi blinks into this version of reality, one where Calla is not in danger at all, where they can be kids playing in a safe
            pocket of nature. How close the two realities were, how much slippage between their borders.
         

         
         “Why didn’t you come out when I called?”

         
         “That’s not how you play Seekers.” Calla hops down nimbly, spits a hunk of black hair out of her mouth.

         
         “When did you learn to climb?”

         
         Calla gives her a secretive smile. “Let’s play again.”

         
         

         Later, it would come to Vivi, the way a sudden thunderstorm descends on a body, all white-hot flashes and skin-sluicing chill, that she had been the one to teach Calla to run. Before their minds and imaginations were fully formed, they’d learned together all the ways to hide from the world, and each other. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            September 2022

         

         Vivi and Samuel sat in the dark, except for the flicker of birthday candle at the center of the dining room table. The candle
            illuminated a painted wooden box with a latch, inside which nestled an antique French chatelaine, a belt clip once used by ladies of the manor.
         

         
         The clip was an ornate crest of silver filagree, inset with a square sapphire. Delicate chains hung from the clasp. One held
            a tiny pair of scissors; another, a thimble. All the necessary accoutrements for a woman of consequence, meticulously restored.
            Samuel’s chatelaine was one of those gifts that comes around once in a lifetime; so considered and original that Vivi could
            only wonder how he had known what she wanted when she could never articulate such a thing for herself.
         

         
         “The setting is from the eighteenth century, but the jewel was likely plundered long before that,” he said, fiddling with
            the button on his cuff. He was nervous, trying to hide it. “The chatelaine made its way across Europe after the Reign of Terror
            and during the Napoleonic Wars. Can you imagine what it might have seen?”
         

         
         Samuel Noi, art historian and curator, could not help but be attuned to the echoes of the past. Vivi, in her role as a conservator, was no stranger to a beautiful artifact either. But where he saw romance, she ferried her mind toward the materiality of the object, cataloguing details of construction and provenance. She wanted to know the what; he, the why. They were suited in that way, two levers of the same passion. 

         
         She lifted the chatelaine and studied the sapphire, refracted in oceanic reservoirs that pulled the eye downward, into its
            shadowed heart.
         

         
         “This is exquisite, Sam. I’ve never owned anything like it.”

         
         His glasses were falling down his nose and his curls—dark, lush, still damp from his shower—stroked against his forehead like
            crooked fingers. Those curls were the only part of him that he ever permitted to become unruly. She wanted to reach over and
            wind one around her finger.
         

         
         “But did you see the key?” he asked, pointing.

         
         It was not an antique, only a standard house key hung like an afterthought from this centuries-old piece of jewelry. The key’s
            head was inscribed with her initials. VN. No one, she reflected, could execute a gesture like this man.
         

         
         “I’d like you to move in with us,” Samuel said.

         
         She held the key in her hand, turning it this way and that, as if it held an answer within the glints of light.

         
         She’d turned thirty-four that morning. Around her, the eclectic order of Samuel’s Hyde Park brownstone. Paintings by local
            artists, a Japanese woodblock print that Vivi had given him upon his promotion to lead curator, an air-dry clay sculpture
            that his five-year-old daughter, Phoebe, had abandoned. The plaid loveseat looked as if it could have come straight from a
            1990s sitcom. It was worn-in, slumped in welcoming divots, but spotlessly clean, like the rest of his home. Each book had
            its place on the shelf; each shoe, its designated rack. Through the sliding sash window, she could see the blinking of the
            Chicago skyline, a reminder of how far she’d come.
         

         
         By contrast, Vivi’s Lakeview studio had the appearance of a temporary lodging. Her furnishings had been purchased for utility rather than beauty. A jar of olives sat lonely in the fridge. Hidden in her nightstand, the cigarettes Samuel hated. After her childhood, she’d become pathologically frugal, ever fearful that the financial rug would be pulled out from under her. Consequently, most of her wages lay unspent in a savings account. Her studio remained coldly spare. 

         
         The chatelaine, so treasured a moment before, now summoned panic in her. Its chains turned metaphorical.

         
         After a pause, he asked, “Do you remember how we first met?”

         
         “I was restoring the umbilicus on a handscroll. Song dynasty, silk, with an ivory toggle shaped like a trout.” She could still
            see the dirt that’d gathered in the depressions of the carved gills. Clay and sweat and skin cells, all the living and dead
            matter of the world collected inside the minutiae of art.
         

         
         Samuel’s lips twitched. “Of course that’s what you would remember. Here’s what I remember. You were bent over that scroll
            with the tiniest paintbrush I’d ever seen, wearing a white lab coat, these clunky orthopedic shoes. Abel was trying to introduce
            us, but you waved him off, you said you were too busy for him.”
         

         
         “It was a hard restoration. I’d been at it for six hours already.”

         
         “He apologized for you afterward, but there was no need. I thought of you all day. I wondered what sort of mind—what sort
            of heart—gave itself so fully to art.”
         

         
         They were nothing more than colleagues for the first year of Samuel’s employment at the Forster Institute of Art and Antiquity.
            Vivi ignored the rumblings of the new curatorial wunderkind and stuck to her work. But when she looked up, she saw him reading
            late into the night at the archives. Gazing at the art as if it were about to speak back to him. He was unlike Smith and Dylan,
            the two other Forster curators, who saw art as a rung on the ladder of prestige. He stirred her curiosity.
         

         
         Samuel was a highly respected scholar who could have gone to the Met, LACMA, or any number of museums, but instead chose to bury himself in a tiny institution lodged like a wayward pebble within the brownstones of the Gold Coast. Chicago would always be home, he’d once told her, and she’d nodded as if home was a word that meant something to her.
         

         
         Then they worked together on a nineteenth-century photography exhibition, where she discovered that Samuel saw art as possibility.
            He did not use art to shield himself in an ivory tower, but to connect him to others. This boundless idealism required a sense
            of courage that fascinated Vivi. Soon after, like petals closing in on themselves, their friendship turned inward, cocooning
            a deeper and more enticing burrow of emotion. A late-night discussion over one of Julia Margaret Cameron’s portraits turned
            into dinner, drinks, a midnight walk on the lakeshore. They first consummated their relationship on the floor of her lab,
            a transgression that still made her shiver, unfamiliar with her own recklessness.
         

         
         Then the pandemic, its escalation of the relationship and their reliance on one another. Samuel was the first man Vivi allowed
            herself to love. Now he wanted more. But how much more did she have to give?
         

         
         Buying herself time, she clipped the chatelaine to her belt loop. “It fits.”

         
         “Like you, in our life.”

         
         Because it would not just be him she was saying yes to. It was him and Phoebe with her own wild curls, her captivating yet
            exhausting prattle about gemstones and glitter slime; his parents living on the floor above, playing their Thai pop at deafening
            levels; and his ex-wife, a chef in Lincoln Park who dropped in without warning, always bearing tubs of their favorite dishes,
            including Vivi’s.
         

         
         He was asking her to rejoin a unit, to tie her heart and fate with a network of others. To become a family.

         
         Family was, perhaps, the only word she understood less than home.
         

         
         She took off the chatelaine and laid it onto the table. “I love you.”

         
         “You’re saying no.” The hope on his face schismed into hurt, then confusion, but he mastered both emotions, as he always did,
            with a small intake of breath.
         

         
         “I’m not.” She grabbed his hand. “I’m not. Could I think about it?”
         

         
         He pressed his lips into her hair with a tenderness so bald that it nearly felt like a burden. “Take all the time you need.”

         
         She’d chosen him because his love did not demand. He accepted her prolonged hours in the conservation lab, her propensity
            to coil into her own interiority. He understood that she’d lived alone for so long that she’d become almost feral in her need
            for solitude. With Phoebe, she was able to pretend, but only for short periods. She often left their bustling family gatherings
            weary, ready to hibernate for days.
         

         
         “Should I have waited?” Samuel’s voice was soft.

         
         She knew he was thinking of her father’s death, wondering if it’d been too soon after the funeral to propose. Three months,
            after all, was a blip of time after the decades spent putting Deer Creek behind her.
         

         
         She’d tried, once or twice, to describe her childhood to him, but stopped each time, wanting to avoid his pity. Or wanting
            to protect him.
         

         
         Samuel saw the world as it should be, not as it was. Perhaps his sanguinity came from being a parent; he needed to believe
            in the best, so as not to be crushed under the weight of all that could go wrong on his watch. Maybe that idealism also came
            from being so completely adored by his parents, who still attended his every exhibition opening, grinning from the sidelines
            as they did at his first soccer match, his kindergarten graduation. All his life, he’d known nothing but the consistency of
            affection. He couldn’t help but take it for granted.
         

         
         No, he would not understand a mother like May or father like Tuấn. Or a daughter like Vivi. Those who came from happy families would never fully stand in the same reality as a person like
            her. After all, wasn’t that initially what made her maintain her distance, this dissonance between their comprehensions of
            goodness? For Samuel, goodness was a given, an abundance. For Vivi, goodness arrived in brief, glimmering bursts, always snatched
            away at the last moment.
         

         
         And yet, eager to reassure Samuel of her love, no matter how she answered his question in the end, she pressed herself close
            and lifted her lips to his.
         

         
         In his bedroom, it was too simple for their bodies to find each other. For him to slide off her shirt and count vertebrae up her spine with his long fingers, ticking each with the concentration of a scholar at his abacus. She traced the tributaries of his veins with her tongue, let him in the only way she knew how. He cupped her lower, harder, his grip so fierce that it scraped a cry from her. 

         
         “I want,” she said, not knowing how to finish the sentence. “I want—”

         
         He kissed her eyelids, her clavicle, the dip beneath her navel. He filled her desire without words.

         
         Then he was asleep and she was slipping out, soundlessly making her way back out into the night, the chatelaine heavy in her
            coat pocket. It was her rule: she would spend the night with Samuel, but she would not confuse Phoebe by waking in their condo.
            Not until she could be sure she could stay.
         

         
         Vivi called for a car and waited on a bench under the bright sear of a full moon. The streets were empty, save one or two
            drunks ambling from the bars, singing nonsense songs. She thought of grabbing them, telling them, It’s my birthday. I’ve just been offered a new life.

         
         There was only one person she wanted to tell. But she and Calla hadn’t spoken since their father’s funeral.

         
         

         A brilliant day in June, ecstatic warblers outside the crematorium, the open casket that held the last glimpse they’d ever
            have of Tuấn. She and Calla had avoided eye contact. They spoke in one-word declarations, as if they’d been given a quota
            for intimacies.
         

         
         Vivi stood rubbing her arms and tugging at the hem of her black blouse, unsure what to do with her face. Calla was hovering
            near the casket, bent slightly at the hip. From her sister’s incredulous glances, Vivi could tell that Calla found her lack
            of outward emotion heartless. It wasn’t that Vivi was glad Tuấn was dead, but she could not find it in herself to mourn him the way Calla did, nor apologize for her dearth of grief.
         

         
         Vivi glanced down at her father, unrecognizable in his postmortem makeup and still, so still. She remembered a Naomi Shihab
            Nye poem she’d once read and loved, in which a young girl asks her mother how anyone knows if they’re going to die.
         

         
         The mother had said: When you can no longer make a fist.

         
         Each time the door to the viewing room opened—a solicitous attendant, an old coworker come to pay respects—the sisters turned
            swiftly, hope brimming in their eyes. Privately, both had thought May might show up to the funeral, her shuffle on the carpet,
            the gentle hands that would run across their brows like an eraser over a chalkboard. Maybe she was the only one who could
            mend the unspoken rift between them, the way she used to patch their secondhand jeans with embroidered stars.
         

         
         Calla leaned over the casket to place her hand on their father’s. A tear dropped onto his chin.

         
         Before she turned to walk out of the room, she said to Vivi, “He loved us. I know you don’t believe me. But he did.” She took
            her hand from Tuấn’s casket and held it up against Vivi’s protests. “I don’t want to argue today. I just want you to hear me.”
         

         
         When, Vivi wondered, had they stopped standing on the same side? The girls who raced through the woods, twin shadows scrawling
            stories in the dirt, had become women who could no longer hold a conversation without hidden currents.
         

         
         But before she could reply, Calla was gone and it was just Vivi standing alone with a corpse, bearing the weight of their
            shared griefs.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         When the Uber arrived outside of Samuel’s apartment, driven by a man with a crew cut, bored efficiency sunk into his features,
            Vivi asked if he could take her to another address, instead of the home location she’d selected from the app.
         

         
         Minutes later, they pulled up next to the Forster. Ivy fell over the sides of the building like the locks of a Pre-Raphaelite
            muse. Swept, dove-gray steps led to a double set of doors. Off to the side, there was a neat placard announcing the building,
            as if it were a historical site. The museum’s reserved exterior gave it an air of secrecy. Few people knew it was a museum
            at first glance. One stumbled into the Forster with no expectations and emerged with a sense of having glimpsed a hidden world.
         

         
         Vivi had been drawn to it from the start, with a fervor she found both surprising and heartening. When her emotions became
            too much for her, she found her way back there. In her lab, fussing over objects that had withstood the onslaught of time,
            she could convince herself that she was part of the vast river of human accomplishment. What were her problems, compared to
            the varnish obscuring a Madonna’s smile or a nick in the limestone bust of an ancient Egyptian queen?
         

         
         As Vivi got out of the car, she glimpsed a shadow on the step. For a moment, she saw her mother with her nervous gait, the
            flopping bun at her nape. She quickened her pace. Twenty-seven years and she’d never stopped looking for May.
         

         
         Then the shadow turned and it was Calla, standing in a red cardigan, her sleek bob cupping her jawline. Each of her sister’s features came to Vivi in pieces, a beautiful yet disjointed assemblage that eventually whisked into the her-ness that Vivi could identify a mile off. Amid her surprise, Vivi felt a deep softening inside of her, like the ease of sinking
            into a broken-in chair. There you are, she thought.
         

         
         “Finally,” Calla cried. She clutched a manila folder under her arm. “I’ve been waiting for you.”
         

         
         “Why are you here?” Trepidation tightened Vivi’s question so it sounded like an accusation she didn’t intend. Calla’s brows
            drew together. Vivi tried again, “I mean, how did you know I’d be here?”
         

         
         Calla moved toward Vivi, not touching her, but looking as if she wanted to. “You’re always at the museum, if you’re not at
            your apartment. A slave to the art. I’ve been here for hours, you know. Feel my fingers.”
         

         
         They were whitened, puckered at the tips. Calla was gaunter than Vivi had ever seen her, even during the week in junior year
            of college that she had strep and refused to consume anything other than broth. Her cheekbones were sculpted, eyes huge and
            glittering, almost feline in their intensity. She wore an ivory slip dress under her cardigan. On her feet, ankle-high boots
            without socks or tights.
         

         
         Vivi rubbed Calla’s fingers in her own hands. “You look like an urchin.”

         
         “You’re the only person in the twenty-first century who still uses the word ‘urchin’ as an insult.”

         
         “Why are you dressed like that? It’s forty degrees out.”

         
         “You’re getting soft. We used to snowshoe in our pajamas.”

         
         “With parkas over them and thermals underneath.” Correcting one another’s memories had become a cherished pastime, their spiky
            yet earnest way of saying: You were not alone. I was there too.

         
         “Come on, let’s go inside. You’ll freeze in that weird getup.”

         
         Vivi unlocked the door with her key card, knowing that she shouldn’t allow Calla inside the Forster after hours. But who would know? Ewan, the lone security guard, wouldn’t care. And it’d been nearly a year since the sisters had talked about anything meaningful. Since last September, the night of Calla’s disastrous solo art opening, Enmeshment. They’d seen each other in June, at their father’s funeral, but Vivi didn’t count that as conversation. She feared Calla
            would slip through her fingers again if she didn’t hold fast.
         

         
         Inside, the Forster was a mausoleum. Spectral shadows danced on the walls, profiles of forgotten heroes gazed with apathy
            from plinths of stone. The marble halls echoed and shone from the cleaners’ painstaking efforts.
         

         
         “Is that a Sanyu?” Calla gasped. She rushed into a gallery, pushing so close to the painting that her nose nearly touched
            its surface. 
         

         
         Calla was a profoundly talented artist, one who excelled in whatever medium she attempted. Collage, painting, charcoals. She’d
            been the star of her program at Rathmore College, before she dropped out to marry Wayland Howard, their Deer Creek neighbor
            and Vivi’s former best friend. Since she became a Howard, she’d never had to work again. Wayland’s trust fund, along with
            his innumerable successes as a filmmaker, made the question of money immaterial. The newlyweds traveled the world at breakneck
            speed, yet no matter how much distance she crossed, Calla would find a way to pause for the art. 
         

         
         Vivi pulled her back. “Stop that. It’s on loan from China. We bartered Abel’s first grandchild for it.”

         
         “How much?”

         
         “Thirty.”

         
         Calla whistled. “A step up from those drawings we used to sell in grade school. Remember those? Your unicorns looked like
            limping dogs that should’ve been put out of their misery. But you were good with portraits.”
         

         
         “Not as good as you.”

         
         “No,” Calla agreed. “No one was. Can we find someplace to sit? I need to show you something.”

         
         “Now?”

         
         “It’s important.”

         
         “Fine, keep up.” Vivi walked them to her lab, continuing all the while, “Where have you been? You stopped answering my texts and calls.” 

         
         After Enmeshment, the only way Vivi could make sure Calla was still alive was through Wayland. He’d wryly pointed Vivi toward the mounting credit
            card bills as proof of life. She’s fine, V, see? Just doing her Calla thing. Why he continued paying the bills was another question altogether. But guilt makes people do peculiar things.
         

         
         “I threw my phone in Lake Michigan.” Catching Vivi’s incredulous look, Calla waved her hand. “It’s fine. Some people get divorce
            haircuts. I decided to unshackle myself from modern life.”
         

         
         “It’s final then? The divorce?”

         
         “Hallelujah, your girl’s free again.”

         
         A bubble of sadness sat in Vivi’s throat, but she swallowed it. What right did she have to comment on their marriage? She
            thought of the last time she saw Wayland, also a year ago, after Enmeshment. How his jaw had twitched, pulling at the serpent tattoo running up the side of his neck.
         

         
         In the lab, the sisters sat at a long wooden table. Vivi studied Calla under the lights. Same slash of crimson lipstick. No
            flush, no palpitations. She did fidget more than usual, stroking a strand of her hair, drumming her elbow as she studied the
            works in progress lining the walls. But wasn’t Calla always a bit frenetic? That was the problem with someone as dynamic as
            her; even the most finely tuned memories could never capture the shifting hues of reality.
         

         
         Vivi sniffed past the citrus perfume, trying to detect the rotting decadence of pinot noir or, worse yet, the sulfuric burn
            of Calla’s preferred uppers. Loving an addict meant that their vices would eventually become your permanent bedfellows. You
            brushed against them everywhere.
         

         
         Calla scowled at Vivi’s obvious scrutiny. “Can you not?”

         
         With effort, she shelved her concern. “I’m sorry. You’re sure nothing is wrong? You’re okay?”

         
         “Better than okay.” Calla took Vivi’s hand and slid off the silver antler ring, placing it onto her own finger. “It’s my turn
            to wear the ring. You’ve hung onto it for too long.”
         

         
         Over the decades, May’s ring had migrated from sororal hand to sororal hand, sometimes lifted under protest, sometimes given up in important moments, such as the day of Calla’s wedding, when her nerves made her want to leap out the window and only Vivi’s soothing assurances—and the familiar press of the antler ring—could keep her in place. Now Vivi felt the bareness of her finger but admitted that Calla was right. It was her time. 

         
         “Don’t lose it,” Vivi said.

         
         Calla scoffed. “I’m not the one who mislaid her sister’s favorite pair of cowboy boots at a frat party. Who loses their shoes in the middle of a party anyway?”
         

         
         “They were— Never mind. What did you want to show me?”

         
         Calla pulled out the manila folder and set two items down. Each was protected in a plastic pocket. One was a small, eight-by-ten
            sketch on fine cotton paper. The other, a letter creased neatly into eighths.
         

         
         Vivi examined the sketch first. The subject was a pair of women, staring from the surface of a mirror. A thin fissure of charcoal
            separated them. The strange part was that the faces were blank, as if the artist had paused amid the work, but even without
            those details, Vivi recognized the composition immediately. The sketch-in-progress was a replica of Vietnamese French Surrealist
            painter K. P. Lý’s Blue Mirror, a painting due to arrive at the Forster the very next day. The coincidence made Vivi quaver with inner prescience.
         

         
         Blue Mirror was the first and only work of portraiture by Lý, named by historians for the tactile streaks of blue dominating the painting. The blues were broken by an ominous trail of
            red dividing the women’s faces. Scholars guessed that Blue Mirror was painted sometime in the 1930s, before Lý’s final disappearance in 1943, making it one of his last—and most inscrutable—works.
         

         
         Lý’s diminutive oil-on-canvas had been recently bequeathed to the Forster’s permanent collection by the late granddame of Chicago arts, Maxine Phạm. To commemorate the acquisition, Samuel built an exhibition of Asian expatriate art around Blue Mirror. He called it Sea to Earth, a typically evocative name. The exhibition would be opening in three weeks, hopefully to laurels and glowing reviews.
         

         
         But because of a labyrinthine series of legal obstacles, Blue Mirror wasn’t due to arrive on the premises until the following day. No one at the Forster, except Samuel, had seen it in person.
            Every other assigned work in Sea to Earth sat in Gallery C, duly flashing their best behind the cordoned ropes and plastic sheeting, but at the center of it all, there
            was a waiting space, into which Blue Mirror would slide.
         

         
         Vivi snatched up the sketch. “You did this?”

         
         “No. I found it in Dad’s shed. I recognized the reference because of the Trib article.”
         

         
         The local papers had posted small pieces about the Forster’s newest acquisition, mostly due to the PR from Samuel’s upcoming
            exhibition. But Vivi didn’t understand how their father could have known about Blue Mirror or Sea to Earth. He’d been far away, in Wisconsin. And he’d never mentioned art in any significant way. Certainly never K. P. Lý. 
         

         
         She brought the sketch close. The linework was confident and sophisticated, not the work of an amateur. By now, she’d honed
            a sense of presage when it came to art; after years of study, her body could intuit when a piece was worthy of extra attention.
            Anticipation began to rise in her, but she tamped it down again.
         

         
         “So why did Dad have the sketch? Did he draw it?”

         
         “Of course not,” Calla said. “He’s no artist. But it’s something, right? As soon as I saw it, I knew you’d be interested.”

         
         Vivi didn’t dare take the sketch out of the plastic sheeting, but she longed to examine it under her loupe. “I don’t understand.
            It’s Blue Mirror exactly, line for line. All except for the faces. Why did the artist leave those off?”
         

         
         “How should I know? Where is it, anyway? The painting.” Calla glanced around, as if Vivi was keeping Blue Mirror under one of the canvas drapes.
         

         
         “It’s being reframed. Maxine liked a Baroque treatment. Samuel thought the painting might be best displayed with a simpler
            frame.”
         

         
         Calla’s face shuttered at the mention of Samuel’s name. They’d met once at a rooftop restaurant Vivi carefully selected for
            the occasion. Calla and Wayland were inexcusably late, arriving from a film screening across town, already sloshed and belligerent.
            Samuel had tried to be pleasant, but his inner metronome had been set off-rhythm by the delay. He came across as stilted and
            bland. Vivi had been pained to see her sister’s eyes glaze over when he spoke. Wayland, smirking when Samuel set his card
            down for the check. 
         

         
         Then, toward the end of the night, Calla and Wayland erupted in an explosive argument over one of Wayland’s assistant filmmakers,
            a pretty, young Columbia graduate, and the two of them left in a clatter of upturned tableware and stained linens. Samuel
            quietly put everything back to order. It’s okay, V. We’ll try again another time. But Vivi didn’t have the heart to attempt another meeting.
         

         
         Now she reached into her pocket and jangled the chatelaine, that placeholder for possibility. Vivi wouldn’t tell Calla about
            Samuel’s offer. She couldn’t bear for Samuel’s gesture to be tainted by her sister’s scorn, abrasive enough to scour any fledgling
            hope that’d begun to emerge.
         

         
         “Can you get to it?” Calla asked suddenly. “Blue Mirror?”
         

         
         Calla’s words spun circles of misgiving around Vivi. Her sister’s desires had layers: What she wanted, then why she wanted
            it, and what that want could cost. 
         

         
         “Why do you want the painting?”

         
         “Read the letter.”

         
         Vivi lifted it from the plastic. The paper was thin, as transparent as onion skin. Its edges were tea-stained. The letter
            was unsigned and written in Vietnamese, in a hand she didn’t recognize. After the final sentence, there was an ornate sketch
            of a sundial. Vivi had never seen anything like it before. It was spiky and artful with minute, decorative notches between
            each numeral. Not a utilitarian sundial, then, but an ornamental one.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         
            June 1945

            Most beloved,

            I died so you could live. This is dramatic. And it is true. You will someday understand that art comes not only from life
               but from its absence.
            

            Has it all been worth it? You will answer that question for yourself. I hope there will be forgiveness in your answer. But
               even if there isn’t, know that my love for you can—and does—exist in the silence between us. I ask, undeserving, for your
               faith.
            

            You may wonder: Where do I find the audacity? The same way any of us do—from desperation.

            I am on the verge of a second, perhaps more immutable, death. I won’t offend you with scrambled last words or portentous tidings.
               Only an offering that may finally illuminate. When my body is gone, the art is all that is left.
            

            Go to the place where time peels from light—you’ll know it when you see it. Then you will understand that everything that
               is mine has only ever belonged to you.
            

         

         Vivi set the letter on the table.

         
         “Dad wrote this?”

         
         “Don’t be slow. It was written in 1945. He was five years old then.”

         
         “But what does it mean? What can he possibly have to do with Blue Mirror or K. P. Lý?”
         

         
         “I’m going to tell you something. And save your judgment; I don’t want to hear it.”

         
         Vivi pressed her lips together as Calla recalled how Tuấn had reached out to her in the weeks before Enmeshment. He’d asked her to come see him in Deer Creek. He’d entered a program, had begun making amends. At first she resisted, but
            then they talked on the phone. Minutes at a time; then longer conversations. In the months before his death, she’d returned
            to Wisconsin a few times, stayed the weekend in the sisters’ old bedroom as he shared the stories he’d withheld in their childhood.
            They became close. Or closer, at least, than they’d ever been.
         

         
         On their last call, he said he was working on something spectacular, a discovery he needed his daughters’ help with. He was
            more excited than she’d ever heard, Calla said. Like a kid before a birthday. Soon, he’d said, he would tell them everything
            he knew.
         

         
         But then, his sudden death. His maroon truck hurtling at high speed down the country roads, swerving in the dark until it
            crashed into a tree less than a mile from the highway. Everyone assumed alcohol, pills, the usual. Calla insisted it couldn’t
            have been. He’d promised her he was sober.
         

         
         Vivi snorted.

         
         After the funeral, Calla broke into his shed. It had been barred to them as children, but now, everything that was his belonged
            to them. Everything material, at least. Tuấn’s desk had been stacked with printouts of every Lý painting, including Blue Mirror. Curious enough, but then, amid all the bills and correspondence, the cinnamon gum wrappers and Vietnamese newspapers from
            the grocery in Madison, she found a manila folder. Inside were the sketch and the letter from 1945, along with the business
            card of a Dr. Paul Quân, a professor of art history at Rathmore College, the sisters’ alma mater.
         

         
         Calla recognized the sketch right away. It couldn’t be only a coincidence that Tuấn had been obsessed with Blue Mirror just as it was due to arrive at Vivi’s workplace. It had to be the thread of fate, connecting all of them.
         

         
         Calla hurried to say, “I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d be pissy about it. Me and him, talking again.”

         
         “Because I remember the slaps, the way the belt felt on my shins—”

         
         “That was once. He apologized afterward—he was drinking—”

         
         “He was always drinking. Remember how we had to eat at Wayland’s house nearly every night because there was nothing in the fridge at home
            but beer? How I had to lie about my age and start washing dishes at fourteen because every cent he made went to his booze
            or his pill habit?”
         

         
         “It was the accident at the mill and Mom and—well, he was sorry for all of it, Bee, he really was.”

         
         “Sorry.” The word tasted like dirty water in her mouth. “Why didn’t he ever ‘make amends’ with me, then?”
         

         
         Calla twitched her lips, gumming around the words she wanted to say versus the ones she should say. Emotions played across
            her face, each easily tracked by Vivi, who once lived by their unreliable flux. Pride, that their father had felt closest
            to her. Dismay that Vivi should be hurt by her actions. Annoyance that she should have to keep apologizing for Tuấn. That
            one, Vivi could empathize with. All their lives, the sisters had been trying to find ways to smooth out the edges of the truth,
            tumbling it over and over again like a rock in the creek bed, until it came out polished. Unrecognizable.
         

         
         “But would you have forgiven him?” she finally asked. “Would you have even picked up the phone if he’d called?”

         
         Vivi didn’t answer. Outside, a slat of lightning fell across a bruised sky. Rain pounded on the rooftop, its tinny cadence
            poking holes through her thoughts. Her eyes returned again and again to the sketch.
         

         
         How could her father have learned about Blue Mirror? It wasn’t one of Lý’s better-known works. Furthermore, to most, Lý would be considered an obscure painter, especially within the shiny halls of the Surrealist greats. Each question spawned another, until Vivi felt herself losing grip on what was fact and what was speculation. 

         
         Calla tapped the edge of the sketch. “Look at it. It’s not a copy. It’s an artist’s study. K. P. Lý sketched it, he must have.”
         

         
         Vivi pored over the grain of the paper. She wanted to put it under a microscope to examine the fiber, the light frottage within
            the charcoal. She’d handled archival documents before, many much older than this, but there was something about this sketch
            that arrested her attention. She felt Calla was wrong in one thing. It didn’t seem like a study, one with ghost marks and
            revisions, signs of a generative work. There was no hesitation in the strokes, which were sure and determined, as if the artist
            were working from memory. But if that was the case, why would Lý leave the faces bare? What was it about them that haunted him?
         

         
         “Why did Dad have the sketch?” Vivi asked. “And the letter, for that matter?”

         
         “That’s the question, isn’t it? I think he was going to tell me. Us. Before—”
         

         
         “What is it you want from me, exactly?”

         
         “I want you to find this offering with me. Whatever it is. Wherever it’s hidden.”

         
         “I wouldn’t know where to begin.”

         
         “Let’s go see Dr. Quân and figure out what Blue Mirror meant to Dad. Maybe they corresponded. Maybe they knew each other. Aren’t you dying to find out?”
         

         
         Vivi had hoped that her father’s death would serve as a padlock to the past, barring the things she didn’t want to remember.
            But now Calla wanted to bring the trouble back to light. The irony was that if the sketch and letter hadn’t been found in
            Tuấn’s shed, Vivi wouldn’t have hesitated to dive into the mystery. It would have energized her. But knowing that Blue Mirror was connected to her father made it impossible for her to examine the clues as an impartial scholar. She would have to involve
            herself and, since the day she’d left Deer Creek, she’d vowed that she would never again let herself be pulled back into Tuấn’s miseries.
         

         
         “Why not just hire an investigator or go see Quân yourself? You don’t need me for this.”

         
         “No one I know understands art history like you. And you understand our family, all the shit. No one will care as much as we will. And Dad said he wanted both of us to help him. You and me, Bee.”
         

         
         Cute as a button, busy as a bee, idioms that May had ascribed to each. Now the sisters’ pet nicknames, sacred and private, evoked images of children on the
            run. Dark woods stiff with frost, want sailing through their veins, a nameless threat nipping at their heels. Not so different,
            then, from their reality. The nickname did its job; it softened Vivi, if only marginally.
         

         
         Yet a wave of resentment kept the curiosity at bay. Calla and Tuấn, allies. And her, outside of it all, the spectator brought in at the last moment, even though she’d spent her life keeping
            Calla safe from him. That was thanks for you.
         

         
         “No, Calla,” she said finally. “I don’t want any part of this.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “We buried Dad. We left Deer Creek and said we’d never return. I kept that promise, even if you didn’t. Now I have a life
            here, with Samuel and Phoebe, my work.”
         

         
         “Your work.” Calla gestured around the lab. “Sitting here with your cotton swabs, scrubbing away at some old varnish. Cleaning up after
            people when you should be the one on the walls of this stupid museum.”
         

         
         “Not everyone wants to be you.”

         
         “But you couldn’t take the risk then, and you can’t take it now.” The anger went out of Calla’s words. “I wish you could see
            yourself the way I see you. You’re meant for bigger things than this. Than him.”
         

         
         “Don’t. I’ve never once said anything cruel about Wayland.”

         
         “No,” Calla said knowingly, “you wouldn’t, would you?”

         
         They sat at an impasse. Then Calla got up. “I’m driving to Rathmore this weekend. Come with me. Or don’t. I’ll be there, with
            or without you.”
         

         
         “You’re leaving? Again?” Vivi winced at the note of plaintiveness in her question.

         
         Calla looked as if she wouldn’t reply. She was at the door, her hand on the pull, the silver band gleaming from her finger. Vivi had an urge to pull her back, to tie her to a chair. 

         
         But then Calla returned to the table. She put her arms around Vivi from behind and squeezed her tightly, chin digging into
            Vivi’s shoulder. Vivi caught the scent of citrus, mixed with turpentine, and something more animalic, a yawn of milky breath.
            No one in the world could ever smell like Calla.
         

         
         “Happy birthday,” Calla said in her ear. “You look fucking amazing for a crone.”

         
         “Don’t forget your folder.”

         
         “Consider it my gift to you, Bee.”

         
         Vivi sat in the lab long after Calla had left, staring at both items in front of her. A sketch in charcoal. An enigma of a
            letter, promising mystery and revelation in equal measure. Both leading her into a place that she’d fought to forget. As she
            fell asleep, head cradled by her arms, the rain shushing quietly around her, she saw only blue, as wide and capacious as a
            sea.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Vivi smelled fear as she ran through the woods of her youth, her ankles tattooed red and wispy from brambles, the leaves mouth-wet
            under her feet. She didn’t know what she was chasing, only that it was close, so close, and if she could only find her footing,
            she’d be upon it.
         

         
         Was the fear coming from her, or was it outside of her? She was of the woods, coursing through its tunnels like a skein of
            electricity, inseparable from that buzz of nocturnal life. She could run forever.
         

         
         But there, in the dirt. A paper boat, like the leaky one Tuấn had piled onto during his heart-stopping journey across the ocean. The boat was a clue, an invitation. It began to drift
            through the leaves, winding a sinuous path through the elms. As the boat parted the grass, it grew and grew, until it was
            the size of a real ship looming in the trees. The giant boat stopped at a clearing bathed in the most exquisite shade of cornflower.
            At its center, a shadow stood waiting.
         

         
         The shadow flickered, vanishing in spots, deepening in others. Dancing in and out of consciousness, indecisive about whether
            it wanted to stay or go.
         

         
         The shadow crept closer. It mirrored her father’s jawline, his uncut tousle of hair. It pressed its cold finger onto Vivi’s
            cheek, against the star-shaped freckle below her left eye.
         

         
         Back to the beginning.
         

         
         Then she saw that it wasn’t her father after all. Vivi was staring into her own face, streaked with mud and the patina of dead foliage. But where her eyes should have been, where her pupils should have zeroed in, there was a void of such unimaginable darkness that she felt herself sinking into the cool sponge of the earth, wanting nothing more than to escape the primal terror of being unseen. 

         
         

         Morning light burned against her eyelids. Her neck hurt in four different places. Calla’s manila folder was still in front
            of her, shut now, even though she’d sworn she’d left it open before she fell asleep. Reality and dreams were twining together,
            as they used to when she had night terrors as a child. She hadn’t experienced them in years, but the aftermath was the same.
            Adrenaline and nausea, a wave of psychic dislocation.
         

         
         The door to the lab opened.

         
         “I keep telling you to get a futon in here if you’re going to stay up all night working,” Samuel said. He was holding a coffee
            carrier and a ziplock bag with three misshapen pancakes inside.
         

         
         She swept aside the residue from her dreams. “What’s in the bag?”

         
         “Allegedly, dinosaur pancakes. Phoebe and her Yaa made them. Pheebs insisted I bring you some. They’re edible, if unbeautiful.”

         
         Vivi bit into one. “Yum, brontosaurus. Tell her thank you.”
         

         
         “Hurry up, then. We’re going to be late.”

         
         She swallowed. “For what?”

         
         “Delivery day! Blue Mirror is arriving in fifteen minutes on the dock.”
         

         
         Vivi dusted herself off and raced to the door. Laughing, Samuel followed.

         
         

         A few hours later, she was back in the lab, Blue Mirror set on an easel near the window. The painting had been examined, logged, photographed, and admired within an inch of its life. A new acquisition, especially a century-old one, brought with it an institution-wide fanfare. The archivist, a rainbow-haired recent graduate, hurried to pack the papers of provenance in their acid-free boxes, as avid as a hen clucking over her young. Even Dylan and Smith deigned to drop by the unloading dock to watch the activity. 

         
         Then, finally, the crowd subsided and Vivi was left alone with Blue Mirror. The painting’s smallness elicited an inner vigilance in her. But now she couldn’t separate her professional interest in
            Blue Mirror from the contents of the manila folder. She tried to see the painting the way Tuấn would have. Was he compelled by the portrait because its artist was Vietnamese? Had he ever seen it in person? She couldn’t
            imagine her father traveling in the same circles as Blue Mirror. And yet—Van Gogh’s Elimar had allegedly resurfaced at a garage sale in Minnetonka. Art had a habit of hitching along enigmatic highways.
         

         
         Up close, the blues in the painting were astoundingly varied. There were umbras of lapis, the joyous powder of a spring sky,
            a skate of ice, all colliding with verve on the canvas. Lý’s paint had a tactile, almost gluttonous quality. The brushstrokes stacked like clay, each layer casting another shadow of
            meaning onto the one before.
         

         
         But it was the tapering red streak down the middle of the painting that drew her eye. Its tail ended at the exact center point,
            dividing the women neatly apart. That streak snagged at her mind. There was a destructive quality to it, like lava cutting
            through rocks.
         

         
         When my body is gone, the art is all that is left. What had the author of the letter meant? Was it K. P. Lý who’d written such an inscrutable message? Vivi thought of the spot-the-difference spreads she and Calla used to pore over
            at the public library in Deer Creek. There was an anomaly in this painting, she was sure of it, but that difference hovered
            somewhere just out of reach.
         

         
         Vivi leaned until her breath touched the surface of the painting. For a moment, the women’s faces seemed to shift, as if they
            were moving in water.
         

         
         “Oh.”
         

         
         It was then that she saw what her mind had been circling around. The craquelure on the faces was less pronounced than that of the rest of the painting. Where the varnish in the background contained deep breakages, the varnish atop the faces was smoother and lighter in color. Vivi used an air blower to remove the dust from the surface. Then, when she stepped back and squinted, she noticed that the paint atop the women’s faces was ever so slightly thicker too. It was the difference of a micrometer, thinner than a baby’s eyelash. But to a conservator, that difference was enough to open a new pathway. 

         
         For an hour, more, she sat on a stool in front of Blue Mirror, running her loupe across every inch. The accumulation of brushstrokes became ridges and valleys, endless and obfuscating
            terrain. Her study felt nearly erotic; how long had it been since she stared so intently at anything? If looking was an act
            of love, she was already in deep with Blue Mirror. As each second ticked by, she became more convinced that something hid under this painting.
         

         
         Calla was right: the tie between their father and Blue Mirror had to be more than coincidence. For all her caprice and meandering habits, Calla had instincts like no other.
         

         
         Vivi texted Samuel. Soon, he was striding back into the lab, tapping a Visconti against his chin. His tall frame sometimes reminded her of a Giacometti
            statue, that striking attenuation, the whip-like efficiency of limbs.
         

         
         “What’s another word for ‘artistic hubris’?” he was asking. “And why am I always talking about hubris in these catalogues?”

         
         “Pentimento.”

         
         “No, that’s not right. ‘Ego’ feels too strong; ‘confidence’ doesn’t hit the right note—”

         
         “Samuel.” She pulled him to the easel. “I’m saying that I see pentimento here. On the painting.”

         
         He blinked for a moment. She could see him fighting to erase a quirk of a smile. It’d become a sort of good-natured drinking
            game at the Forster: How many times would Vivi say pentimento in one week? She pronounced it in a slightly exaggerated manner, with a balletic elongation of the first syllable and a jaunty uplift at the last, declaring herself in on the joke. But she was not the only conservator obsessed with the idea of pentimento. 

         
         When artists wanted to change an aspect of an existing painting—a gesture of the hand, the color of a hat—they would simply
            paint over the canvas again. Oil paint, opaque and slow-drying, was the matrix that made this transposition possible. Overpainting
            was a common practice, especially with Old Masters, who worked at a time when materials were precious. In one of the more
            prominent examples, da Vinci’s Salvator Mundi reveals clear signs of an altered thumb.
         

         
         Over time, the overlaying paint would become slightly transparent and the faint impression of the original would appear. Traces
            of pentimento, the ghost of the painting, often became an indication of the painting’s authenticity. Copyists’ work rarely
            showed signs of pentimenti; they only needed to replicate what already existed, so there was no need for multiple drafts on
            a canvas. Those ghost marks became evidence of the artist’s deliberation, an example of showing one’s work, the way a child
            might scribble over problem sets in her homework.
         

         
         In pentimento lay the prospect of groundbreaking discoveries in the field. Some art historians tailed pentimento the way storm
            chasers scour the country for meteorological disturbances. Hoping, hoping.
         

         
         “I’m not making it up, Sam.” She jerked her head toward Blue Mirror. “Just look.”
         

         
         He complied in silence. His forehead wrinkled, then smoothed. He pushed his glasses up his nose and began to circle the painting,
            examining the surface from different angles. Finally, he turned back to Vivi. The pitying expression on his face shattered
            her completely.
         

         
         “You don’t see it?”

         
         “Maybe,” he said slowly. “But it’s such a slight difference. You’re the expert, of course, but I can’t say this feels especially
            compelling.”
         

         
         “It is, though. Look at how flat the faces are. How nondescript.” She pulled up images on her laptop of other Lý paintings, Midnight Feast and Jungle Escape, landscapes patterned with mythological monsters. “For an artist whose beasts ripple with so much agency, isn’t it strange
            that his humans would not have been portrayed with a similarly vivid brush?”
         

         
         “Not everyone does portraits well.”

         
         She shoved herself away from the desk. He didn’t understand, and why would he, when he only had half the information? But
            she was loath to share what Calla had left for her. To draw him into the mess of it all—her father’s obsessions, her sister’s
            misguided hope. Their family suddenly seemed pathetic, wobbly and unsustainable, like a table missing half its legs.
         

         
         But she couldn’t ignore the faces in the mirror, that line of red, a flaw that begged investigation. The vortex of the mystery
            was pulling her in. And this was Samuel, the most trustworthy person she knew. He would handle her questions with care and
            discretion.
         

         
         Finally, decision reached, Vivi handed him the manila folder. She explained everything Calla had told her. He nodded slowly
            as she pointed out the similarities between the handwriting in the letter to Lý’s signature on Blue Mirror. The sure lines of the sketch. Afterward, he set both down and ran his hand up his nape.
         

         
         “So you think that this sketch is somehow related to the painting? That Lý did it?”
         

         
         “Yes. And he likely wrote the letter, too. I think the faces on the sketch are blank because the painting is hiding something.
            I need to know why my father had this sketch. Why this one?”
         

         
         “I understand, Viv.” His sympathy was honey on her skin, too thick, too cloying. She wanted to scrub it away.

         
         Bitingly, she said, “I should think you’d want to know too, as a historian. ”

         
         “Okay. So you’re saying you want to strip it?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         He blew air from his mouth. “We need to discuss this. You, me, and Abel.”

         
         “Fine.”

         
         “After Sea to Earth. Then we can do this together. The right way, with all the permissions we need.”
         

         
         Three weeks. Could she wait? But it wouldn’t be just three weeks. She understood how bureaucracy worked. A month, at least,
            to pin Abel down for a meeting. He’d dawdle and sigh about paperwork. The board would have to be involved, another month or
            two. They’d swish about, talking about wasted resources and bad press if it didn’t pan out, and they’d drag their heels into
            oblivion until Vivi gave up. None of it would be worth a thing if she didn’t have the support of the head curator. Of Samuel.
         

         
         “But do you believe me?” Her voice was small.

         
         He swallowed. “I believe that you believe it.”

         
         “Fuck your psychotherapy talk.” The words tumbled out before she could stop them.

         
         He drew back. It was a point of contention between them, his firm belief in therapy and her firmer belief in just getting
            through it all without looking backward. Navel-gazing, she called it. Raised in a family that valued communication and emotional
            balance, Sam had the luxury of talking about his experiences. As a child fighting to survive, Vivi simply didn’t have the
            time for self-reflection. She still didn’t.
         

         
         She knew that her cynicism was rooted not in conviction, but in fear, like so many of her other choices. But the careful way
            he spoke around her, as one would a wounded animal, stoked her anger. She thought she detected, under his gentleness, a hint
            of condescension.
         

         
         “Please don’t talk to me like that,” he said, wounded.

         
         “Don’t talk to me like that.” She was being an asshole, but she couldn’t stop herself.
         

         
         He sighed. “Do you know that the word ‘curator’ comes from the Latin root cūrāre, to watch over? To guard. This painting is my responsibility. I love you, Vivi, and I think you’re brilliant. But I can’t
            let you strip it on a hunch. Especially since—”
         

         
         He stopped abruptly. Red flooded Vivi’s vision. He’d promised, they’d all promised, that it was in the past. Her one mistake. The one that had nearly cost her her career. 

         
         Two years ago, before Smith’s last exhibition opening, Vivi had insisted she saw a faint outline of a figure in a shadowed
            corner of a K. K. Hebbar oil painting. She convinced Smith that a discovery of that magnitude would garner media attention
            for the exhibition. Lured by the promise of scholarly acclaim, Smith had agreed to delay the opening so Vivi could examine
            the painting closer. And then, after a week of painstaking effort, Vivi had found nothing at all, only a chemical mutilation
            of the paint from natural degradation. Smith had been furious; Abel, dolorous. And Vivi had never quite lived down the humiliation
            of that mistake.
         

         
         “Right.” She snatched the envelope from Samuel. “I see.”

         
         “Please, can I take you to coffee? We can talk about your father, if you want. I know it’s complicated, finding all this after
            his death.”
         

         
         Her laugh was brittle. “I’m good. Thanks. I just need to get to work.”

         
         “V—”

         
         “This frame is filthy.”

         
         “And tonight? I’ll see you for Phoebe’s recital?”

         
         She ran her tongue below her canines, feeling their sharp press. The beast was gnashing inside of her, clawing at her rib
            cage, demanding release. She wanted him out of her space. If he stayed, she would scream, she would throw something at him,
            she would become her father’s double. And she’d spent their whole relationship hiding her wildness from Samuel.
         

         
         When he came in for a kiss, she turned her head, so it fell against her cheek. He lingered, as if to say something else, but
            she’d turned to pick up a steel spatula from her tray. She bit her lip so hard it began to bleed and she tasted metal and
            mud and a deeper betrayal of the body. As soon as he was gone, she locked the door to the lab. She drew the blinds. And she
            got to work.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         It didn’t take nearly as long as she thought it would. First came the dusting, the swabbing of grime, rolling cotton over
            pockets of accumulated dirt. Then she removed the yellowed varnish with a bespoke mixture of solvents, halting the process
            through a precise application of neutralizer. This was a delicate moment: too much solvent and the paint might warp and swell;
            too little, and the cleaning must be repeated, time wasted.
         

         
         But her expert body took over, as it always did, and she was rewarded for her efforts. Already, the painting was brighter
            and more luminous, as if lit from within.
         

         
         She knew from the scant record of provenance that Blue Mirror originated from a German collector who later sold the painting to an automotive heiress, who then auctioned it off at Christie’s
            to Maxine Phạm in the 1990s. All previous owners were now deceased. Maxine had kept the painting in temperature-controlled
            storage, so its condition was better than that of most that came into Vivi’s lab. But even the efforts of the most conscientious
            art collector could never quite stall time’s unsympathetic progress.
         

         
         Her phone buzzed with messages, but she didn’t stop to check them. Blue Mirror was coming back to life under her hand.
         

         
         She thought of the resurrective quality of her work. Each moment of revival had been deliberately chosen by the conservators and artists who came before. Conservation was the collaborative result of a series of minute decisions—what was a permissible level of degradation? Should one treat for natural resin or polymers? Was gel suspension an appropriate tool? In the end, one must walk the tightrope between restoration and revision. 

         
         There were horror stories of iconic works mutilated by the brush of an overeager and unskilled retoucher. So much art lost
            to time, but even more lost to individual hubris.
         

         
         Hours later, after she completed the preliminary work, Vivi turned to the most time-consuming and critical part of her task,
            the lifting of the dense paint over the women’s faces and hair. Gradually, she decreased the dilution of the solvents until
            the flat layers of pigment began to release their cling from the canvas fibers. There was a moment of doubt. What if she was
            overstripping the paint? What if the only thing she’d find was more blankness? With the Hebbar, she’d known enough to stop
            before she destroyed the painting. But here—she was afraid she wouldn’t be able to exercise her usual caution. Sweat pooled
            on the inner rim of her eyewear.
         

         
         Suddenly, she saw a shaving of black emerging from the field of blue. There was something there. She dropped her swab. She’d hoped, but had she really believed? But here it was: evidence, justification.
            There’d be no backtracking now.
         

         
         By nightfall, the painting had been restored. Vivi stood back and met the eyes of a pair of strangers that had hidden beneath
            the surface of the painting for nearly a century.
         

         
         The subjects of Blue Mirror were not twins, as the overpainted version had declared, but two distinct women. The one on the right was white, with curls
            of lapis lazuli cascading over a narrow face. Her features were fine: thickly lashed eyes and bow-shaped lips. She wasn’t
            exactly beautiful, yet her playful expression had been rendered with loving attention.
         

         
         It was the woman on the left who drew Vivi’s gaze. This one was sterner in appearance, with closely cropped hair and winged brows that furrowed ever so slightly. There was a freckle under her eye, crowing like the brightest star of a constellation. She was Asian—Vietnamese, from the look of it, with her broad mouth, a rounding of her nostrils, a distinctive shape of the monolidded eyes. Vivi touched her own cheek, where her own freckle sat. She felt as if she’d entered some glitch of reality. 

         
         She studied the signature on the painting. It matched every other Lý. From what she could tell of the materials, Blue Mirror was authentic. So why, she wondered, had Lý chosen to paint over the women in the end? What was it he needed to bury?
         

         
         She took high-resolution photos of the restored painting from all angles, both from a distance, and up close, so the women’s
            faces filled the frame. For a moment, she thought of taking Blue Mirror with her. She weighed it in her hands. It would fit neatly under her coat. Who could stop her?
         

         
         But in the end, she set the painting back on the easel. In another draft of reality, she could have been an art thief, but
            not this one. Now that the restoration was done, irreversible, she was awash in shame, as if she’d broken some silent oath
            to herself—and to Samuel.
         

         
         She texted a photo of the painting to him, along with one word, the only one she could give him.

         
         But what was she apologizing for? Stripping the painting? Missing Phoebe’s recital? It was all the same. She was sorry she
            couldn’t be a partner that Samuel could count on, sorry that she had to chase this mystery, no matter the cost. And she was
            in it now. The letter, the sketch, this painting. Too much coincidence for dismissal. Too much intrigue to ignore.
         

         
         More than the draw of the mystery, though, Vivi was afraid Calla would fumble and flop if left on her own, driven to confusion
            or distracted by some unnamed temptation. This offering, whatever it was, was the sort of thing that disrupted lives. It was
            the sort of discovery that might lead an addict down a wrong path.
         

         
         Vivi could still recall Calla’s dead weight in her arms as she dragged her from a bar, wrestling keys from her grasp. The sobbing phone calls, the reek of excess that permeated her dreams. How Calla had once almost hurtled into speeding traffic, had Vivi not been there to pull her back. It didn’t matter that these moments were in the past. The threat of them would never leave Vivi. 

         
         She was the protector. That role, thrust upon her at an age when she could not offer consent, had demanded everything of her.
            This new round of sacrifice—her job, her love, the life she knew—was the price to pay. And God knows, Vivi owed her sister.
         

         
         Vivi placed the chatelaine that Sam had given her in the drawer below the easel. He’d want it, and his key, back now. 

         
         With one last, regretful glance, Vivi left the lab and the painting behind, feeling as if perhaps it was her last time seeing
            either. Each step away from the Forster now held a drum of finality. If she chose to walk away from the consequences of her
            actions tonight, then she would not be welcomed back. There might be legal ramifications. There would almost certainly be
            a loss of her position, an abrupt plummeting of her prospects.
         

         
         And yet she did not stop walking. Once she got to the end of the street, her gait quickened, and she ran toward the only place
            she wanted to be and the only person who would understand her reasons for running. The wind coaxed her on, tunnelling a purposeful
            passageway into the night.
         

         
         

         “What took you so long?” Calla leaned her head against the doorjamb, yawning. A sleep mask was pushed up into her hair.

         
         “I thought you would have left for Rathmore already.” Vivi kicked off her shoes at the entryway, as she did every time, hurling
            her loafers into the pile of Calla’s colorful slingbacks. When Wayland had lived there, he’d insisted on a shoe rack, but
            his civilizing influence was long gone. The Pilsen apartment resembled a rodent’s den now, all heaped textures and remnants
            of life, but Calla seemed impervious to the disorder.
         

         
         “I wasn’t going to go without you, stupid.”

         
         “You literally said: with or without you.”

         
         Calla shrugged. “Figure of speech. Want some wine?”

         
         “You’re drinking again?”

         
         “A glass here and there.” An edge of defensiveness crept into her voice. “I have tea too. Let me get a kettle on.”

         
         The loft smelled like stale takeout and linseed oil. It was a strange thing to stand in Calla and Wayland’s home without the
            rush of activity. Usually, there was a dissolute artist lounging on the daybed, or an agitated cook flinging vegetable peelings
            in the kitchen. One time, a potbellied pig greeted Vivi at the door, its wet little snout covered in what looked to be frosting
            or titanium white paint. Its owner, a recently divorced gallerist, stayed at the loft for nearly a month before she and the
            pig left for “the unriven West” with great and unexplained urgency. Calla and Wayland liked to surround themselves with people,
            all sorts of people, like a thermal layer that might protect them from the elements. Or from themselves.
         

         
         As Calla thumped around in the galley kitchen, Vivi took in their mid-century modern furniture, the brick walls, and the set
            of three tall windows through which she could see the lights of the rooftop bars.
         

         
         Traces of Wayland were still there: a photograph he’d taken on a gallery wall, a mug with his filmmaker’s union logo on the
            windowsill. Vivi picked up the mug, imagining his hands wrapped around it as he swigged his coffee, editing footage late into
            the night. When she’d first met him as a teenager, they’d talked about how they’d someday escape Deer Creek, move to New York,
            become the darlings of the art scene. Back then, he was tall and gawky, often too brash in his ambition. But she believed
            that he would arrive wherever he wanted: fame, fortune, all of it. And now, he was an award-winning documentarian, an affluent
            and admired man of the world. Too big to ever return home. But Vivi would still see him as the fourteen-year-old boy slouched
            against the rotted post of the farmhouse, whistling up for her at dawn.
         

         
         Aside from brief texts, Vivi hadn’t spoken to Wayland since the night of Calla’s gallery opening. He’d left messages, sometimes
            with apologies, sometimes with recrimination, always with need. She felt a barb in her gut every time she deleted his messages.
            It hurt her to hurt him.
         

         
         She turned to the huge canvases leaning against the walls of the loft. She remembered those too. Each multimedia collage consisted of a black-and-white, blown-up photo of a different woman’s face. One could see the cratered pores on the women’s cheeks, the fine hairs on their earlobes. Taken alone, the photographs would have offered tender portraits of modern women. What made the work unique was Calla’s collaging of those photographs. Where the eyes and mouth of each subject should have been, she’d darkened the surfaces to black, then painted scenes of violence atop. Modern hellscapes of tortured animals and burning buildings and burly men wielding axes. One sensed that the women were haunted by all that they’d seen, silenced by grim memories. The theme of entrapment was driven home even more with a fine layer of gilded netting thrown over each piece. Each was named for a different Greek muse. 

         
         All of the paintings from Enmeshment were there in the loft, unsold, unloved. All except for one.
         

         
         Calla handed her a mug of chamomile. “Behold: the evidence of genius. The deluded artist on a crazed spiral.”

         
         “You’re not crazy.”

         
         “Tell that to the press.”

         
         “I didn’t know you kept the paintings.”

         
         “No one else wanted them. Bad investments don’t tend to sell well. That’s what I am now, the worst investment.”

         
         “And Clio?” Goddess of history. Portrait of Vivi.
         

         
         “Rotting in a dumpster on the South Side, I’d guess.”

         
         Wine soaring through the hushed gallery. A push, a rip, a show abruptly ended. Later, cold wind pitching across Vivi’s cheeks
            like a slap, her breath caught in smoke and regret.
         

         
         “Do you want to talk about it?” asked Vivi. “Your show?”

         
         Calla’s jaw hardened. “I’m good.”

         
         “And Wayland?”

         
         “In South America, screwing some nubile young muse. I don’t want to talk about him either. Show me what you got, Bee.”

         
         Vivi handed her the phone with the photos of the stripped Blue Mirror and explained what she’d found. She could feel her sister’s mounting excitement next to her, the way she bounced on her heels. Calla’s energy had always been a dervish in a room, sweeping everyone else up with it. 

         
         “So I’m right!” she crowed. “Lý has got to be connected to our family. That woman, Vivi, she looks just like you. The freckle!”
         

         
         Vivi’s hand rose to touch it involuntarily. “Slow down. We don’t know anything.”

         
         “You think Blue Mirror was the offering from the letter?”
         

         
         “No, I don’t. It was never missing or hidden.”

         
         “But the women were.”

         
         “Then what does the sundial have to do with anything? No, the offering has to be something different. Dad didn’t leave anything
            else in the shed?”
         

         
         “Nothing except more printouts of K. P. Lý’s paintings, like I told you. Maybe Dr. Quân will know more. You took a class with him, didn’t you?”
         

         
         Paul Quân, hotshot Surrealist scholar and Yale-educated, tenured professor at Rathmore. Vivi had never forgotten his bombastic
            manner. He once threw a pencil at a master’s candidate who’d confused Modigliani and Magritte. His grading was famously harsh,
            but she had somehow scraped an A- in the class, the highest mark anyone had gotten out of him in years. Still, her final paper
            had bled with insults written in his heavy, red scrawl. Don’t be dense. UNCLEAR. Have you ever even SEEN a painting, Miss Nguyễn? The thought of facing him again made Vivi break out in phantom hives.
         

         
         “I looked Quân up. He’s currently working on a collection of correspondence from Emil Blanc, a man about town in 1930s Paris,
            friend to all the bohemian artists.” Vivi paused. “I also read that Blanc was K. P. Lý’s agent back then. Before he disappeared.”
         

         
         “Which means Quân might know about Lý.”
         

         
         “He might be able to authenticate the handwriting in the letter, at least. But I don’t know that he’d be inclined to share
            his research. He’s a genius, but he’s famously mercurial.”
         

         
         “Aren’t they all.”

         
         “A few years ago, he wrote a paper about Lý’s use of blue. It was pretty obscure, but it means that he knew something about Lý. Maybe Dad came across the article and that piqued his interest.”
         

         
         “Dad? Who never even picked up a book?”

         
         “He never looked at a painting either, that I know of—but here we are. Maybe he had more time in retirement. Here, I printed
            out Quân’s article for you. And I checked out this book on the Surrealists from the Forster resource library. It has a few
            mentions of Lý. We need to learn everything we can.”
         

         
         Calla waved her away. “And we will. Dr. Quân is giving a public lecture on campus tomorrow. I registered us both. We can speak
            to him there. See what he and Dad talked about.”
         

         
         “He won’t like being cornered like that.”

         
         Quân avoided people at all costs. In her time at Rathmore, he’d refused to hold office hours in rank defiance of university
            policy. He did not contribute service hours or sit on any academic committees. In his entire career, he’d only supervised
            three dissertations, and he’d only passed one of the three. But no one dared to challenge him. He published voraciously and
            his presence alone drew art history scholars to the otherwise unremarkable Midwestern college.
         

         
         “Who the hell cares. Won’t it be nice to see ol’ Rathy?”

         
         “We need a plan, Button.”

         
         “You know what we need? A cigarette.” Calla rifled in an end table, then emerged with a pack of Hestias.

         
         “I’m trying to quit. Samuel doesn’t like it, especially around Phoebe.”

         
         “A little smoke never hurt anyone. We’re secondhand Sallies, and we’re just fine.”

         
         “Are we?” Vivi asked dryly.

         
         “Besides, everyone needs one vice, even perfect Vivi. And you can tell me all about your boring Lý research while we smoke.”
         

         
         Calla’s tone was as cajoling as it was as a child, when she tried to coax the last Little Debbie cake from Vivi. Or all those times she inserted herself when Wayland invited Vivi to a movie, jumping into the back seat before either of them could muster the heart to refuse. She dangled the Hestias back and forth in front of Vivi and, with a sigh, Vivi took them from her. 

         
         On the fire escape, they lit the cigarettes and peered up at the smoggy sky over the city. A train on the Pink Line rattled
            in the distance, an echo of the conductor’s announcement drifting toward them. Last stop. End of the line. Nicotine filled Vivi’s veins.
         

         
         Calla swung her bare feet lightly over the edge of the rail. The red paint on her nails was chipped, her second toe slightly
            longer than her first, pinky toes curled inward, like puppies seeking warmth. Vivi knew no one else’s body, except her own,
            so well. Calla’s smell, her sounds, her movements, the unrest of her emotion; all a part of Vivi’s genetic code.
         

         
         When Vivi was young, after May had left them, she sometimes pretended that she was Calla’s mother. Wiping her face of Kraft
            mac and cheese, tying her shoes on the walk to the bus stop. Forging their father’s signature on field trip permission forms.
            Even now, she had the urge to yank a brush through Calla’s knotted hair. Do you want them to call CPS on us?

         
         Back then, the worst threat would have been for someone to separate them, and even now, decades later, Vivi could never completely
            shed that fear. In the child-corner of her mind, she felt as if the world were conspiring to separate their family, one by
            one, as if they were on a firing line being picked off by invisible assailants. Bitterly, she reflected that this fear was
            her mother’s most meaningful legacy to them.
         

         
         May’s leaving was so sudden that none of them were prepared for it. (How could one, after all, prepare for such a thing?)
            They’d filed a missing-persons report, but the detectives were unsympathetic. They pointed to the note that May had left on
            the kitchen table for her husband. Don’t worry. I need to take care of myself for awhile. There were no floating bodies, no Jane Does that might offer terrible absolution. Only silence and more questions.
         

         
         Vivi would sometimes hear Tuấn in his room, babbling in Vietnamese, words that made no sense, except for the way he repeated their mother’s name. During
            that time, the sound of May’s name had become synonymous with sadness for Vivi. It wailed so loudly inside of her that she
            would look around, startled that no one else could hear the keening pitch. It was cruel of the world to keep going, but it
            did; it never halted once.
         

         
         Maybe May was his last thought, as Tuấn soared through the windshield, toward the hardened arms of the tree trunk. That love that obliterated him.
         

         
         “Do you think he meant to do it?” Vivi asked. The idea wouldn’t stop clutching at her.

         
         Calla stopped swinging her feet. She didn’t have to ask what her sister meant. “Do you?”

         
         Tuấn could have been on another bender, despite his claims of sobriety. Maybe he’d relapsed. Pushing that lead foot until the
            truck passed sixty, seventy, up to three digits. Headlights swinging with abandon.
         

         
         What would it change, Vivi wondered, if he had wanted to die? After all, she never truly expected their father to stay. For
            weeks after May left, Vivi would listen for the door at night, expecting it to creak open, for Tuấn to start up his truck and leave. Yet, against all odds, he never did. He drank and threw dishes and got furious and lolled
            like a shot creature on the recliner, hungover, reeking. But he stayed. And in the end, maybe Vivi wished he hadn’t.
         

         
         The sisters were silent, watching the city below them, feeling between them that familiar heave of contradictory feeling.
            Their loyalty to one another, tangled with the resentment of their circumstance, mixed up with an underlying and mistaken
            notion that the other sister had it easier. What was “easy” anyway? Not life. Not love.
         

         
         Hundreds of windows twinkled around them, each holding the fulsome weight of grievances and elation, of unpaid bills and charred
            dinners and unspoken, private beauty that vanished in the swell of morning. Vivi and Calla stubbed their cigarettes, squashing
            out the light.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         
            The Question of Blue: Shame and Obsession in K. P. Lý’s Landscapes
            

            Paul Quân

            On the anniversary of the Surrealist Vietnamese French painter K. P. Lý’s disappearance, we return to the troubled nexus of his work, which has been described by the legendary critic Guy Robart
               as “a confused mélange of Orientalism and avant-garde imitation.” In a lecture at an Académie salon in 1933, Robart said of
               Lý: “I weary of his paintings even before my eyes meet the canvas.” André Breton did not name Lý among his cadre.
            

            Never popular or profitable in his time, the hermetic Lý worked on the fringes of the bohemian art movement in Paris. He seldom showed his work. He did not, like so many of his peers,
               find solace in community. Toward the end of his career, Lý was often compared unfavorably to Lê Phổ and Mai Trung Thứ, Vietnamese contemporaries whose nostalgic oil paintings spoke in elegant contrast to Lý’s horror-filled references to colonial Indochina.
            

            Lý did not attend openings or deign to publicly speak about his paintings, preferring to let his oneiric landscapes communicate
               for themselves. This would be a mistake. In a time where the artistic conversation centered on individuation and the powers
               of the unconscious mind, Lý’s silence became an obdurate obstacle to his material success. He was seen as a determined outsider, before it became fashionable
               to exist outside of the mainstream of art.
            

            Many even speculated that K. P. Lý was not one artist, but a studio of scheming, money-hungry charlatans. That theory was later dismissed by the majority of
               Asian art scholars, but the stain of perfidy remains. When Lý vanished in 1943, during a time of great unrest, few of his peers missed or regarded him. All that remains today is an oeuvre
               that tells a cryptic story.
            

            Little is known—or will likely be known—about the artist’s history. What we can uncover comes from one source alone: the erratic
               correspondence between Lý and his agent, Emil Blanc, whom Lý counted as a loyal friend. Through Blanc’s letters and interviews, we know that Lý arrived at the Académie de la Grande Chaumière sometime in the mid-1920s as a student on scholarship. His first painting
               sold five years later for a pittance and even his more popular work, like Midnight Feast, commanded negligible sums. Blanc privately despaired to his sister, Justine Allard, doubting that Lý would ever make a name for himself.
            

            In Lý’s work, scholars detect a pastiche of influence. We see the imprint of Tanguy’s biomorphic language and the intimate scale
               of early Ernst. He utilized a Surrealist vocabulary and yet his subjects could only come from the imagination of a Vietnamese
               immigrant. Toward the end of his career, his paintings became more manic. Many art buyers—and dealers—complained that his
               work gave them migraines. No inch of the canvas provided psychic quarter. One must always be confronted with Lý’s internal dissolution.
            

            In the 1930s and early 1940s, Lý began to sell more steadily, though he would never be a prolific painter. Blanc brokered a handful of middling commissions
               on his behalf. Through his career, Lý’s subjects remained largely the same: fragmented landscapes of Việt Nam, often overrun by the monsters of his torrid imagination. Elephants with great metal tusks, winged sirens roosting in palm trees, churning oceans. And blue—always blue. His contemporary, the figurative painter August Bazin, complained that there was a national shortage due to “Lý’s damned obsession.”
            

            Why blue? He was not the first or last to find inspiration in the color of longing. Picasso went through his famous blue period.
               Yves Klein worried over the “dimensionless shade.” Later, Rothko would paint large swathes of royal blue in his color field
               paintings. Yet while these other artists reveled in the expressiveness—the transcendence—of the color, Lý seemed haunted by it.
            

            Blanc once wrote, “Blue will be the death of him. It tortures him. It is guilt and melodrama and shame—oh what shame! Only
               after his last breath will he relinquish that curse.”
            

            Even within the artist’s convulsive relationship with the color, one senses a deep tenderness as well. Lý takes pains to delineate between azure and lapis. His suns swirl with the rare pigment of Maya blue. The faces of his monsters
               glow in all the shades of ultramarine. His fidelity to blue is unimpeachable.
            

            If the final story of K. P. Lý is obscure—some might say surreptitious—we can see how it is, in the end, a story of love and loyalty.
            

            Only twelve Lý paintings are known to exist today. Some were destroyed in the Second World War; others simply and tragically lost to time.
               His sole work of portraiture, Blue Mirror, remains in a private collection in Chicago. Its predominant palette is blue.
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         Rathmore seemed to fall like a boulder from the sky, harsh in its Gothic aloofness against a serene sea of farmland. The pet
            project of an eccentric philanthropist in the mid-1800s, the college was founded as a bastion of liberal arts and progressive
            thought. Its remote and bucolic location was chosen, like any ancient temple of learning, to underline the necessary excision
            of erudition from common rabble. The campus also boasted an uncanny number of drug dealers, all attuned to the seething opportunity
            within a commonwealth of bored, existentially challenged young people.
         

         
         Calla pointed out the passenger’s side window. “There’s where I made out with that TA with the mustache and the suspenders.
            He thought he was the reincarnation of Jay Gatsby, remember?”
         

         
         “In the field? Gross.” Vivi focused on driving at exactly the speed limit. A ragtag line of cows ambled beside the rental
            car. There was a billboard with an enormous cross. He died for your sins. Sinners and cows, Rathmore’s claims to fame.
         

         
         “We were staging some performance art,” Calla said. She flipped down the mirror and rubbed lipstick off her teeth.

         
         “Of course you were.”

         
         “It involved fence posts, from what I remember. Turn there, Bee.”

         
         “I know. Stop back seat driving.”
         

         
         “Okay, okay. Do you think anything’s changed in this old place?”

         
         “Nope.”

         
         Vivi had arrived on campus at the age of eighteen, lugging a gigantic, beaten suitcase behind her. Having lived in the Midwest
            all her life, sequestered in a largely rural corner of Wisconsin, the Rathmore campus was familiar to her. The faithful marigold
            of September limning the treetops. A perfume of manure and hay drifting through dawn-wet fields.
         

         
         But the college had exuded a sense of stability and well-being foreign to her. Wool sweaters on athletic bodies; libraries
            brimming with books; sunset-colored gourds huddled by doorways. Even her dorm, small and shabby as it was, overlooked a tidy
            green where students gathered to study and flirt, sunlight banding their foreheads like diadems. If everything in her life
            had felt vast and dangerous before, Rathmore opened its pocket and slid her in, as if she were nothing more than a trembling
            animal.
         

         
         What she really loved, like so many collegiate initiates, was the freedom of reinvention. At Rathmore, no longer seen as a
            skewed reflection of her chirping sister or her tortured father, Vivi became a lighter version of herself. Many of her peers
            had grown up in the large cities of the coasts and relished her overblown descriptions of small-town life. By casting sepia-toned
            derision on the place where she grew up, Vivi was able to finally separate herself from it. If, at times, she felt a sense
            of shame in misrepresenting Deer Creek and her family as objects of novelty, she quickly swallowed that shame. Distance had
            not so much hardened her heart as built a protective coating around it.
         

         
         But then, two years later, Calla arrived on a prestigious art scholarship in a storm of thrift-store clothing and wingtip
            liner. She breathlessly elbowed her way into Vivi’s circle of friends, reminding Vivi of her place in the world. Second-best.
            It took no time for Rathmore to belong to them both and for their roles to firm. The Nguyễn sisters: one reclusive, the other a flitting butterfly. The art historian and the artist, foils that could not exist without
            the other.
         

         
         As they drove under the archway in front of the campus, Vivi’s phone dinged. Before she could check it, Calla swiped it from
            the cupholder and flipped open the notifications.
         

         
         “Samuel Noi,” Calla read out. “That’s his third message this morning. Not counting the calls. Want me to tell him to cool it? No one likes a desperato.” 

         
         “Don’t.”

         
         “What’s going on there anyway?”

         
         “He asked me to move in with him. On my birthday.” There was no point in keeping it a secret now. Not when it was no longer
            a viable option.
         

         
         “Oh.” There was a pause. “What did you say?”

         
         “I didn’t say anything. But I don’t think the offer’s on the table anymore.”

         
         “Because of Blue Mirror? You just made his exhibition more interesting.”
         

         
         “He’s not going to see it that way. He’ll think I’ve betrayed his trust. He’s not wrong to think so either. Why would he want
            to be with someone who could throw everything away on a whim?”
         

         
         “It wasn’t a whim.”

         
         “It’ll seem like one to him.” But that wasn’t quite fair either. Samuel was balancing many things at once: his professional
            obligations, his relationship with Vivi, and his own internal compass, which never steered him awry. He might not have believed
            there was anything to find under the pentimento, but he hadn’t completely dismissed her. He would never. “Anyway, moving in
            together is the least of his concerns now—or mine.”
         

         
         “Well, you know what I say about all that. Cohabitating, marriage. It’s for the birds.” Calla’s tone was blithe, bordering
            on offensively casual.
         

         
         “You didn’t say that at your own wedding.”

         
         In their early twenties, Calla and Wayland married in a sparkling winter ceremony of oligarchic resplendence at the Cultural
            Center, all bankrolled by Wayland’s parents. Vivi stood beside Calla as her maid of honor, wearing an icy blue gown draped
            with a faux fur stole, smiling until her cheeks flamed with the effort. Calla had stared adoringly into Wayland’s eyes as
            he recited his handwritten vows, promising to love her through the storms of life.
         

         
         Calla covered her wounded expression with a grin. “Yeah, well, I’m older, wiser now. And what I know is that the world is lousy with men, Bee. No use going to pieces over one. Could you imagine yourself, anyway, as some soccer mom hauling around juice boxes for the next decade of your life?” 

         
         Vivi thought of Phoebe onstage at the recital in her tulle skirt, searching for Vivi in the crowd, face falling once she glimpsed
            the empty chair. The way Samuel used to draw droopy hearts in the condensation of the shower. They’d taken turns writing messages
            inside each, some dirty, others sweet, V+S 4Ev, like a pair of teenagers.
         

         
         “I guess I won’t ever know,” Vivi said, staring hard at the road in front of her.

         
         “Freedom tastes sweet, I’ll tell you that.”

         
         Vivi was about to respond, perhaps with something snippy and regrettable, when she felt Calla’s hand slide over, squeeze her
            knee. Once, twice. In that gesture, Vivi sensed the words her sister didn’t say. I see you. I hurt for you. Her anger deflated.
         

         
         How much trouble would be saved, if they could all just say what they meant.

         
         

         Dr. Quân’s lecture hall was already full. The air conditioner was turned to the highest setting, but it still wasn’t powerful
            enough to ease the heat of packed bodies. Vivi and Calla found a seat in the back next to a woman in a milkmaid dress and
            a thousand jangling bracelets. Calla was jiggling her foot, twisting her neck to look at the other attendees. Finally, just
            as Quân was introduced, Calla shot to her feet.
         

         
         “It’s too stuffy in here, Bee. I’ll find you afterward.”

         
         “Seriously?”

         
         “Gonna check out the old studio, see if the skeletons are still roaming the department.”

         
         “Now? This was your idea, Button,” Vivi hissed. “Calla.”
         

         
         “Give me the CliffsNotes after.”

         
         Shaking off Vivi’s grasp, Calla rushed out, whispering apologies as she stepped over the disgruntled bodies. They all craned past her for a glimpse of the elusive Dr. Quân. The woman with the bracelets shot Vivi a sympathetic look. Vivi turned away, resisting the urge to provide excuses for her sister’s rudeness. 

         
         Paul Quân walked across the stage with long strides, recalling the image of a circus performer on stilts. A small yet distinguished
            man in his early fifties, he exuded a bullish authority that came not so much from his appearance, but from his carriage and
            voice. When he spoke, his whole body quivered so that his black hair grazed his shoulders and shook.
         

         
         While in her graduate program, Vivi had attended dozens of lectures. But she’d never witnessed any like Paul’s. He galloped
            across the stage, gesticulating as he hammered each point into his listeners’ ears. With his wild hair and wilder manners,
            he resembled a Marxian revolutionary more than a staid scholar.
         

         
         For one exhilarating hour, he brought early-twentieth-century Paris to life. In rigorous detail, he outlined the petty dramas
            of artists; the sums of money each significant painting commanded; the affairs that brought men to their knees. Those faded
            old salons emerged in ravishing color, bristling with scandals and musings and the frenzy of youthful inspiration. She wished
            Samuel was sitting next to her, with his incisive questioning, his deeply thoughtful listening.
         

         
         His last text message had been brief. Don’t walk away from this, Vivi.

         
         She’d drafted hundreds of replies in her head and sent none. It frightened her, how much pain she was capable of inflicting.

         
         At the Q&A after Paul’s lecture, there were numerous questions about Breton and his group of devotees. Even a century later,
            all they wanted to know about was the gossip. The woman with the bracelets asked about the dearth of women in the field. Another
            art historian wanted to know about the solvents used in the early twentieth century. Collectors probed about specific artists,
            trying to suss out a good cocktail story about their recent purchases.
         

         
         The breadth of investments was staggering. Art could bring out more passion and intrigue than nearly any other human achievement.

         
         Finally, impatient, Vivi stood without waiting to be called on. “Can you tell us more about the painter K. P. Lý? You didn’t mention him in your lecture.”
         

         
         “Because he was a hermit,” Paul said loudly. “A nobody.”

         
         Despite herself, Vivi felt defensive of Lý. Tuấn had carved out a season of his life for the painter. Just a day before, Vivi had likely destroyed her career for Lý. He had to matter.
         

         
         “So you don’t know anything about him?” A note of challenge steeled her question.
         

         
         Paul caught it and frowned. “There’s little worth mentioning. Certainly nothing to interest most scholars.”

         
         “Yet—his is ‘a story of love and loyalty,’ isn’t it?”

         
         He stopped his pacing and squinted out at her. “Ah.”

         
         The audience stirred. They didn’t understand what she was getting at. But she knew Paul would not have written about Lý if he hadn’t thought the artist compelling.
         

         
         “You want to know about Lý? He’s a conundrum. Beloved in some very small circles, reviled in most others. Significant? No, not to most of my colleagues.
            They would say that his work follows in established footsteps. That it’s derivative. Literal to the point of cliché. And that
            literality is the death knell for automatism.”
         

         
         “What do you think?”
         

         
         He pressed his hands onto the edge of the podium. “Every few years, an enterprising student takes up Lý’s mantle. They think they will discover something that everyone else has missed. But here’s the truth: he will be a mystery
            for years to come. We have such a wealth of source material for other artists: interviews, sketchbooks, journals. For Lý, we have nothing but a handful of disjointed paintings. Maybe some mysteries are better left as they are. Maybe the art is
            enough.”
         

         
         Vivi heard a note of resignation in his voice and understood that he too had followed a broken trail. His dismissiveness toward
            Lý was not born of disdain, but failure.
         

         
         “Aren’t we investigators of history, though?” she pushed. “Isn’t our job to probe into the past?”

         
         “To be a Surrealist is to resign oneself to not knowing. Your desire for a narrative does not meet the artistic promise of the movement.” 

         
         He turned to take another question. But before he did, she saw a spark of reluctant interest in his expression. He was annoyed
            at her, but she had his attention. That was more than she’d hoped for.
         

         
         Afterward, Vivi approached the stage.

         
         “I know you,” he said. Up close, the mole on his chin gyrated as he spoke.

         
         “Vivian Nguyễn. I’m a conservator at the Forster Institute in Chicago. Rathmore class of—”
         

         
         “I remember now. You wrote a paper on Nguyễn Gia Tri’s lacquer paintings. Made some ludicrous theoretical jumps too.”
         

         
         “And yet, you gave me an A minus.”

         
         “I was nicer, back then. Would probably give you a C now. What do you want?”

         
         “My late father, Tuấn Nguyễn, had your business card in his files. I wondered if he was in contact with you.”
         

         
         “Oh, him. You could call it that. It was a one-sided correspondence. He was persistent; asked me too many questions.” His
            frown eased a centimeter or two. “I didn’t know he’d died. Sorry for your loss.”
         

         
         “It was very sudden. He wasn’t—we weren’t close. Please. I have questions too. If you have a moment.”

         
         He looked as if he would refuse, but then he tilted his head and studied Vivi’s pleading expression. He sighed deeply. “Fine,
            then. Come to my office.”
         

         
         Vivi hesitated. It felt wrong to talk to Paul without Calla. But if she went looking for Calla, she might not get this opportunity
            again.
         

         
         “I won’t wait,” he called. He was nearly out the door now, his shoes clomping onto the steps leading to the quad.

         
         With a curse under her breath, she ran to catch up with him.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 6

         
         Paul’s office window faced a crowded avenue of campus. Through the hairline gap between the curtains, Vivi could see the blur
            of students on their way from the dining halls and dorms. For a moment, that blur expanded, like a portal, and she could almost
            glimpse past versions of herself and Calla running to class as Frisbees zoomed past them. Her, yelling at Calla for making
            them late; Calla scowling and laughing at the same time. I had to say goodbye to Way. Wayland, who pulled away after long weekends, honking outside their shitty apartment as Calla blew him kisses. Vivi holding
            herself back, watching their blooming relationship and wanting to be anywhere but there.
         

         
         “Find a place to sit, if you want,” Paul said.

         
         Inside his cave of an office, sets of oak shelves lined the walls, each crowded with scholarly tomes Vivi would have given
            anything to explore. His velvet curtains snuffed most of the light, giving the room a claustrophobic quality that had Vivi
            unbuttoning her blazer. She smelled pine and tinned fish and mold, a silty edge of riverbed decay. Strangely, the office did
            not repel her. Its disorder felt familiar to that of her childhood home.
         

         
         There was a calendar on the wall. She saw crosshatches that delineated days past. Now, only nineteen days until the opening
            for Sea to Earth. What would they do with the restored version of Blue Mirror? Samuel had positioned it as the centerpiece of the exhibition; the sun around which the other pieces spun. All the exhibition catalogues had already been printed with the overpainted version that Maxine had bequeathed; the marketing complete, the articles written. Vivi had unwittingly begun a PR nightmare for the museum. She had a knack for destroying good things. 

         
         Vivi had begun this madcap quest for her sister, yes, but she also did it for herself. A small part of her still believed
            that if she could unravel the why of the overpainting, she might be absolved in Samuel’s eyes, maybe even the Forster’s. The discovery itself was significant,
            but if she could prove that she had a reason for pursuing it, then perhaps she could find a way to set everything right again.
            Her work wouldn’t be a rogue mistake, but a considered discovery. At this point, there seemed to be more reasons to pursue
            the offering than to forget it. Not that she could.
         

         
         And if there was another reason under the obvious ones that might explain this drive toward the unknown, she didn’t choose
            to examine it. Not yet.
         

         
         She cleared a stack of scholarly journals from a chair and leaned back to watch Paul dodge past his Baroque-inspired furniture,
            fingers light on the piles of paperwork whose organization was legible only to him. Dashing to a shelf, he pulled out two
            mugs and flicked the switch of an electric kettle. Once the water boiled, he poured it into the mugs and stirred in scoops
            of instant Vinacafé.
         

         
         Vivi sipped and tasted bitter earth, a slick of home on her tongue. “I enjoyed your lecture.”

         
         “You ambushed me about Lý.”
         

         
         She shrugged. “Sorry.”

         
         “Don’t be. I was intrigued.” He fixed his slightly protuberant eyes onto her. “I heard about the exhibition that Samuel Noi
            is putting on at your museum. Sea to Earth. And you all have that strange little painting of Lý’s in it. The crown jewel. What did you make of Blue Mirror?”
         

         
         “I was unnerved by the women. And I never wanted to stop looking at them. I loved the painting.”

         
         “Your first Lý?”
         

         
         “Yes,” she admitted. “I didn’t really think much of his work before.”

         
         “I saw Blue Mirror in person once.” He spoke with distant awe, as if he were recounting a meeting with a celebrity. “I was in Chicago as a visiting lecturer
            at the Art Institute. Maxine Phạm had me over for tea; she wanted my opinion on it.”
         

         
         “Which was?”

         
         He smiled, his first since she’d met him. “I loved it too. That was the first time I felt like I understood Lý.”
         

         
         “It was the first time I wanted to understand him. The painting had humanity.”
         

         
         There was a shared sheepishness in their admiration for Blue Mirror. In their line of work, they bandied discourse about what was compelling or notable in a piece of art. Sometimes, even the
            market, that gruesome engine of commerce. They were comfortable examining the art from the angles of history and technique;
            materials and dates and numbers.
         

         
         Yet it felt gaudy, somehow, to confess the simplicity of personal attachment. They loved the art, and that might have been
            trite, but it was the only reason to keep going. Sudden kinship stretched between the two.
         

         
         He hesitated. “But when I encountered Blue Mirror, something about it unsettled me. Those faces haunted me, even after I left Maxine’s. The painting felt—” 
         

         
         “Unfinished?”

         
         “Unsatisfying.”

         
         “Like a book that ends too abruptly.” He nodded, wariness settling around his sharpening gaze. Vivi took out her phone and
            showed the screen to Paul. “Your instincts weren’t wrong. I believe this is the painting that Lý intended.” 
         

         
         He grabbed at the phone. “What is that? It’s not Blue Mirror.”
         

         
         She explained her initial suspicions of pentimento, the difference of craquelure, a slight impasto atop the women’s faces. As she talked about the process of restoring the original, Paul zoomed in and out on the screen with his fingertips, licking his lips in greed. She was familiar with this sense of avarice. It was difficult to be around such art and not want to make it yours. She didn’t talk about the freckle, but Paul saw the resemblance immediately. 

         
         “Uncanny,” he said, looking from her phone screen to her face. She had the disquieting sense that he was regarding her not
            as a person, but as another work of art. “You’re sure it’s not a copy?”
         

         
         “Of course. I’ve done the authenticating myself. Everything except the frame is original. This restored version is the real
            thing. But the public doesn’t know about it yet.”
         

         
         “You’re afraid that they’ll worm in on your discovery.”

         
         “Maybe,” she admitted. “I need to know more before we—they—announce it. There had to be a reason for the overpainting. What
            did my father write to you?”
         

         
         Paul told her about how Tuấn had unearthed his old Artforum article on Lý’s use of blue. It was one of the few pieces about Lý that’d gained any scholarly traction, but even so, it must have taken Tuấn some effort to find it. Tuấn had written to ask Paul if he possessed any correspondence from Lý to Blanc. He said that he was an admirer. Hinted that he had an original Lý somewhere. Paul ignored all the messages. He got dozens of requests a week, most more convincing than Tuấn’s oddly punctuated missives.
         

         
         “I assumed he was an idiot. Some person who sees a Michelangelo in a Crayola drawing.”

         
         Vivi slid the manila envelope out of her bag and held it on her lap, wavering in her conviction. “Maybe not.”

         
         His eyes narrowed. “What is that you’ve got there?”

         
         “Did Lý ever mention in his correspondence to Emil Blanc a place where ‘time peels from light’?”
         

         
         Paul frowned. “Strange phrase. I can’t recall. Blanc kept ample records but much of the correspondence with Lý had been burned after his death. Part of his will, it seems.”
         

         
         “Just the correspondence with Lý?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         The aberration hummed inside of Vivi like a struck tuning fork. She pressed her fists onto her knees, energized. “Even so, there might be something in Blanc’s archives. Even the smallest mention of Lý might help me.”
         

         
         “In what? You’re only telling me half the story.”
         

         
         “Let me look at Blanc’s letters.”

         
         He laughed uproariously, nearly upsetting his coffee. “You’re an audacious one, aren’t you, Vivi Nguyễn? Would you also like to examine the contents of my underwear drawer?”
         

         
         “I—no.”

         
         “Why should I share my life’s work with you?”

         
         She waited until his amusement abated, then lifted the envelope. For a moment, she held it against her chest. Inside was the
            letter from 1945, along with the sketch. Calla would not want her to share either with a stranger. She would say that these
            artifacts belonged to the family, heirlooms that no one could take away from them. But Calla wasn’t there.
         

         
         Vivi handed the envelope to Paul and watched his eyes widen as he retrieved the letter. Studied the handwriting. Then the
            sketch. His hands trembled as he held each.
         

         
         “I think both are by K. P. Lý,” she said. “Actually, I’m sure of it.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         “The letter is in Vietnamese. From what I can tell, the handwriting matches his signature. I’d need a larger sample to be
            certain. And look at the date. Two years after he disappeared.”
         

         
         Paul scanned the page, mumbling to himself as he translated from Vietnamese to English. “‘The art is all that is left’…”

         
         Doggedly, Vivi continued. “Plus, look at the sketch, really look at it—the linework is Lý’s. You must agree.”
         

         
         “I mustn’t agree to anything, especially not some half-baked theory. Anyone could doodle anything on a piece of paper. Scrawl
            some cryptic pronouncements and call it a long-lost letter.”
         

         
         “No,” Vivi said, stubborn. “These are both authentic. I’d bet my career on it.”

         
         He huffed out a noise of derision. “You might have done just that. How did you get them?”

         
         “My father had them. This was why he was contacting you.”

         
         “He thought that Lý painted your ancestor or something?”
         

         
         “I don’t know. He died before he shared any of this with us. I was hoping you could help.”

         
         Paul bit a nail as he pondered. Then, with a leap from his chair, he ran to his computer and pulled up a scan from his files.
            He swiveled the screen to face her and placed Lý’s letter next to it.
         

         
         In an instant, she recognized the same letterforms between the two documents. Squat bowls, long descenders, and gestural accent
            marks. If a script could have a sense of expansiveness, of languor and musicality, this did. The ink waltzed on the page.
            While the letter Calla had found was written in Vietnamese, Paul’s scanned document had been composed in French. But both
            were written by the same hand.
         

         
         Was it possible to experience déjà vu with someone you’d never met, an artist long dead? Or was déjà vu nothing more than
            a metaphysical extension of a wish? The desire for connection creates inevitability, maybe. It is a way of scumbling the past
            with the intentions of the present. She was afraid to break the spell in front of her.
         

         
         “What is it?” she asked, indicating the screen.

         
         “This is copy of a note that Lý sent to Blanc. One of the few that missed the fire.”
         

         
         She read it aloud, translating as she went:

         
         
            Emil—you’ll think me a fool. I’ve gone and left something at the Château des Miroirs, buried under the endless sun. I know
               we promised never to return to that cursed spot, but I’m allowed the indulgence of sentimentality now, aren’t I?
            

            If you ever want to find me, know that I’m off to—

            No matter where I go, you will be at my side, my dearest, most forgiving friend.

         

         The note was unsigned, dated for the spring of 1943, the year of Lý’s disappearance. A rectangular patch had been excised from the center of the page.
         

         
         She peered closer. “It looks like there was once an address. Or a town?”

         
         “I tried to find the missing piece. See how it was extracted, though: precise, expurgated, as if it’d been sliced out with
            a penknife. It’s not accidental, this omission.”
         

         
         “Definitely not,” she agreed. “What’s Château des Miroirs?”

         
         “I looked into it once. There’s no such place with that name. It must have been a private joke between them. Maybe Blanc is
            the ‘most beloved’ that Lý was writing to in your letter. Maybe the offering is the same as whatever Lý left at the Château des Miroirs.”
         

         
         It felt unlikely to her, since the letter was written in Vietnamese, but she probed. “You think they were in love, Lý and Blanc?”
         

         
         Paul shrugged. “Their relationship seemed intimate. Blanc liked men; it was one of those open secrets of the time. But there’s
            nothing known about Lý’s romantic entanglements, so it’s all conjecture without evidence.”
         

         
         He gingerly handed her letter back to her. Vivi felt a rush of triumph in observing the reverent, covetous way he gazed at
            it. He saw the letter’s value. The highest hurdle, that of disbelief, had been scaled.
         

         
         As if reading her thoughts, he said, “Say I believe this is from Lý. What then?”
         

         
         “You read it yourself. There’s an offering out there, something Lý wanted found.”
         

         
         “Buried treasure?” he snorted.

         
         “Why not? What if there is another painting, hidden in some pocket of history? Wouldn’t you give anything to study it? If
            we could figure out where this Château des Miroirs is, we could find it. A missing Lý. One last Lý. It’d be a landmark discovery, even more than the restored Blue Mirror.”
         

         
         “You stake a lot on this hunch of yours.”

         
         “Let me look in your files. If I can’t find anything in Blanc’s correspondence, then what have you lost?”

         
         A lock of hair fell over his eye as he shook his head. “You ask for trust, with nothing in return. What’s to stop you from
            stealing my work and giving it to one of the upstart curators at your museum?”
         

         
         “You have my word.”

         
         “You’ll have to do better than that. I’ve met too many mercenary scholars in my time.”

         
         A long pause. The deep-seated wriggle of reluctance, along with a desperation so sharp she felt she was choking on it. She
            wanted Calla next to her, helping her make the decision, but as usual, her sister had eluded responsibility.
         

         
         Finally, she burst out, “You can have Lý’s letter. The original. Even if I don’t find anything in Blanc’s correspondence.”
         

         
         “What about the sketch?”

         
         That was too much for Vivi. Words, she might relinquish. But not the art, never the art. “No. The letter will have to be enough.”

         
         She saw the way his gaze hooked onto Lý’s letter. A rare find, and one that no scholar could resist. Wrongness spiked through her. The letter had become a sort of
            companion for the sisters, patiently waiting for their understanding. It was, in an oblique way, a final gift from their father.
         

         
         But she shook off her compunction. They needed to move forward, before the public realized that there was another painting
            underneath the Blue Mirror they’d known. Before the scholars began swarming. She knew how Calla could be, once thwarted. If she lost the offering, whatever
            it was, she might fall headlong into another bender. Each time, it’d become harder for Vivi to pull her out.
         

         
         All or nothing—that had always been the game. She held Paul’s gaze, hoping he couldn’t see how close she’d come to snatching
            the letter back from him.
         

         
         Finally, he nodded. “You have until the end of the day. I won’t miss my dinner for you.”

         
         

         He cleared a space on the floor for her. She sat in front of his thick files, vibrating with expectation. While she had access
            to many archival documents at the Forster, she’d never seen the breadth of correspondence that lay in front of her. A mountain
            of unpublished primary sources, a scholar’s feast. No wonder that Paul didn’t want to share it.
         

         
         There were dozens of letters with crumbling seals, along with scrawled missives on hotel stationery. She came across a handful
            of photographs of unsmiling young men sitting on the steps of a stone building in Paris. There were postcards and signed sketches,
            all given as gifts to Blanc. It must have taken decades—a fortune—for Paul to assemble this trove.
         

         
         While the letters were imminently interesting from a scholarly standpoint, the clock pressed against her. She skimmed Blanc’s
            letter of introduction to August Bazin—the painter who’d later bemoan Lý’s excessive use of blue—and Blanc’s scathing tirades to Breton, with whom he could not reconcile his ideas of art. Lý’s name appeared once or twice in passing, but aside from the note she’d already examined, there seemed to be few direct exchanges
            between the two.
         

         
         But when she lifted the last folder, full of Blanc’s correspondence with his sister, Justine Allard, her fingertips began
            to warm.
         

         
         There’s a specific moment of inevitability that one may feel amid scholarly pursuit. Samuel once described it to Vivi as a
            plummeting sensation. He said it was as if you were diving from the highest crag into a depthless pool, knowing that somewhere
            in all the obscurity lies a pearl so bright and worthwhile that it might illuminate everything around you, if you could only
            clasp your hands around it. Instinct, Samuel said, predestination.
         

         
         Vivi began to experience that plummeting sensation when she lifted the first of Blanc’s letters to Justine. Her eyes skated so quickly across the words that they began to cross. She paused to gird her patience, then began to read again, committing each word to memory. 

         
         
            Justine Allard

            Maison de Notre Rêve

            Arles, France

            April 4, 1936

            Darling JuJu,

            Can it be that my infant sister—the brat nipping at my ankles—has turned forty? That makes me positively withered. Do you
               hear the knell of death yourself or are you, as ever, immune to the passage of time? I hope that Marcel has spoilt you properly
               with paintings. (I meant to ask if you’d received the drawing I sent by the wonderfully sleek Eileen Agar? She will be something
               in a few years!) I wish that I could have attended your birthday fête in Arles, but Paris (and yes, handsome Gabriel) keeps
               me occupied.
            

            I know it’s not the thing to ask for a favor on someone else’s birthday, but I must be a cretin for the sake of friendship.
               One of my artists, L, has sunk into one of his strange depressions. You know his work; you admired it last time you were in
               the city.
            

            You remember me speaking of him now? He is difficult to forget.

            L will not eat; he is painfully thin and will not touch his paints. And he has no family, no friends aside from me. I worry about his mental state. An artist who does not create is like a powder keg that will not light. But there’s little for me to do for him. The jealousies eat him alive, along with whatever memories continue to taunt him from his past. I don’t worry that he will harm anyone else—he is gentle of heart—but I worry that he will harm himself. It would not be the first time, JuJu. 

            I know you have the old servants’ cottage at Maison de Notre Rêve. No one uses it anymore, yes? Could you find it in your
               heart to open it up to my friend? The fresh air will revitalize him, I am sure, and the nature is unparalleled. You would
               be helping a prodigiously talented painter find his bearings again. And you would be helping to put your brother’s mind at
               ease. A fortnight should be enough; I ask for no more of your hospitality.
            

            Affectionately yours,

            Emi

         

         

         
            Emil Blanc

            Montparnasse

            Paris, France

            April 29, 1936

            Yes, Emi, send your artist. He may stay as long as it takes to return to himself. Marcel is in Germany this summer, but I
               will do all that I can to bring L back to life. In the name of art!
            

            Your loving JuJu

            PS. The Agar is very nice, but I prefer L’s landscapes.

            PPS. I feel as old as the hills. Change will be welcome.

         

         

         
            Justine Allard

            Maison de Notre Rêve

            Arles, France

            May 7, 1936

            JuJu, you’ve saved us. Again, you have my gratitude. L will arrive on next Sunday’s train. I’ve told him he owes you a painting.
               You may be his most devoted collector yet.
            

            All my heart,

            Emi

         

         

         
            Emil Blanc

            Montparnasse

            Paris, France

            May 17, 1936

            Emi,

            You did not lie when you said that L had lost weight, but you didn’t mention how much of his sanity he’d relinquished. Oh,
               the poor thing. What a wraith he is in the homely little château. The servants are tasked with providing the most tempting
               food and entertainments we can manage at Maison de Notre Rêve. So far, L is immune to temptation.
            

            But I’m told by the maid that he has opened his crate of paints just this very morning! I’ve caught sight of him with his sketchbook, lurking among the trees. I think he works more from honor—he’s obliged to provide that painting you commissioned—than from inspiration. Yet, it is a start. 

            If I can help him, I will. Not in the name of art, but for his own sake. I’ve taken a liking to my wandering ghost.

            Come visit soon. The company will do L good, as it will me.

            Your loving JuJu

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 7

         
         What a wraith he is in the homely little château.

         
         Later, after Vivi handed Lý’s letter to Paul and left his office, she saw Justine Allard’s words floating up to her, as if they were inscribed in the
            air around her. The reference could be nothing, an ironic expression that mocked the humility of the servants’ cottage they
            wrote about. That’s what Paul thought, anyway. Or it could be everything. What was the likelihood of two significant châteaus
            mentioned between Lý and Blanc?
         

         
         She wanted to talk over what she’d unearthed with Calla, but Calla was wandering somewhere on campus, following whatever whim
            had seized her at the moment. Not that she would have been helpful. She had no patience for this part of art history: the
            slogging study, the false starts and dead ends. What Calla wanted was the answer, vivid and true, but she could never understand
            that the answer often came from the unglamorous work of being wrong, over and over again. That was what Vivi was for.
         

         
         Vivi strode through Rathmore’s manicured lawns, retracing all the steps she’d walked as a student. The sun was beginning to set, throwing off limp ribbons of peach and gold through the oaks. It’d been nearly a decade since she’d last returned to Rathmore. On its surface, the campus looked the same. But there were bursts of change everywhere. Students wearing the stovepipe jeans that’d been popular when she was a kid. Scaffolding on the science lab where she’d earned her second master’s degree in chemistry. She’d been as determined to understand the science behind the art as she was the history, which meant that it took her nearly twice as long to get through her degrees, but she never doubted the decision. Art without materiality was just an idea wafting in the wind. 

         
         She stepped on a stray flyer for a student art show and picked it up, smoothing it out in her hands. All at once, she knew
            where Calla would have gone. 
         

         
         Rathmore’s gallery slept on the first floor of the fine arts building underneath the classrooms and studios. It was a modest
            white box space, shoddily lit and hung with recent senior works. Even though Vivi hadn’t been a studio art major, she’d spent
            many afternoons there, reading on a bench as she took in the work of her contemporaries. Sometimes she’d set down her textbook
            and stare at the paintings and sculptures on display. She played a private game in which she studied the subject portrayed
            and imagined how she would paint it herself.
         

         
         A swish of red for the Titian beauty with the lip ring. A blur of indigo for the disorderly seascape. If she’d become an artist,
            she thought, her own style would have been abstract, grounded by the sensual tones of an O’Keeffe, shot through with Leonor
            Fini’s sense of transgression, her lithe weirdness. For all of Vivi’s precision as a conservator, she was most drawn to art
            that swept one up like music, experienced in consuming swells of feeling. Perhaps for her, abstraction was the only way to
            accurately depict an emotional landscape in flux.
         

         
         But she’d never know now. She hadn’t picked up a brush in years. Once she saw how hard it would be to make a living as an
            artist, how very few were able to grasp at the whisker-thin threads of success, she shifted her attention to more attainable
            vocations. The life of a starving artist hadn’t appealed to her. She’d done enough starving in her childhood.
         

         
         And there had been, after all, student loans to repay. Like Calla, Vivi had received a series of scholarships, but hers were for academics rather than art. With the help of a much-needed Pell Grant, she’d successfully cobbled together a means to leave Deer Creek. She’d vowed that the escape wouldn’t be for naught. She refused to wind up in the gutter, wailing about lost opportunities, or worse yet, drinking her ambitions away in some remote farmhouse in the Wisconsin woods. 

         
         After college, Vivi lived the barest possible existence, floating in and out of sketchy sublets shoved within abandoned corners
            of the city, subsisting on Maruchan packets and rice cakes, all in the name of wresting herself out of debt. Close to finally
            paying back the last of the loans, she moved into the Lakewood studio last winter, committing to a slightly less itinerant
            existence. At that point, she should have felt a relaxing of her financial constriction, but she couldn’t seem to get out
            of the habit of austerity. Maybe a part of her didn’t believe she’d earned the luxury of stability.
         

         
         Calla had no such hesitation. She flew through the Lincoln Park boutiques with a credit card that burned to the touch. Charged
            lavish dinners, took a car service wherever she needed to go. She and Wayland could have lived most anywhere in the city,
            but they clung to Pilsen as a token of the scrappy, artistic façade that hid Wayland’s formidable security net. In Vivi’s
            ungenerous moments, she regarded them as children, playacting as beatniks. But Calla had never been miserly; her nature was
            to share what she had with Vivi. If Vivi would have accepted it, Calla would have swept her along with them into unrestrained
            excess and fancy.
         

         
         “We deserve this,” Calla had said fiercely. “We deserve the world.”
         

         
         Inside Rathmore’s gallery, the walls were covered in large-scale installations. Each contained a single strand of light running
            through a wire that looped across a canvas of fathomless black. One painting, unlike the others, contained two strands of
            light. Silver and gold. Always next to one another, but never quite touching. Vivi read the title of the piece. We Die Alone. She did not like the installation, though she couldn’t exactly pinpoint why. Its pessimism? Its stubborn lack of satisfaction?
            She wanted to reach out and braid the silver and gold together.
         

         
         “Bee, there you are.” Calla swirled breathlessly into the gallery, holding a dusty tome against her chest.

         
         Vivi turned from the installation. “Where were you? We were supposed to talk to Dr. Quân.”
         

         
         Calla waved her off. “Oh, he never liked me. You would have made more headway with him alone. Besides, I ran into that TA, Ivan, and you’ll never guess, he’s a tenure-track professor. He’s still very dashing, especially now that he’s lost that mustache.” 

         
         “Did he remember the cow patties?”

         
         Calla smirked. “He sure remembered me. How’d you get on with Quân?”
         

         
         Vivi oscillated between annoyance and eagerness to tell Calla what she’d learned. In the end, her eagerness won out, and she
            described her conversation with Paul, along with the letters from Justine that she’d scanned into her phone. She read them
            aloud to Calla, dwelling on the mention of the Château des Miroirs. Calla was nodding until Vivi reluctantly confessed that
            she’d given away Lý’s letter.
         

         
         “But I took a photo of it first,” Vivi said hastily.

         
         “Wait a fucking second,” Calla interrupted. “You gave him the letter? Without talking to me about it?”

         
         “I had to. You weren’t there. Paul wouldn’t have let us look through his research without something in exchange.”
         

         
         “That letter belonged to Dad.”
         

         
         “Who isn’t here.”

         
         “Well, then it was mine!”

         
         “I’ll remind you that you gave it to me. As a birthday gift. Anyway, why would the sketch have gone to you? I’m his daughter
            too.”
         

         
         Calla bit back the words, but she didn’t have to. Vivi knew what she was thinking. Calla and Tuấn’s alignment, shaky as it was, had long mystified Vivi, almost to the point of ire. Certainly to the point of resentment.
            For the first half of their lives, it’d been Vivi and Calla, facing off against Tuấn. Then, somewhere along the way, Calla had allowed Tuấn back in; never completely, and never with full trust, but far more than Vivi would ever permit.
         

         
         She remembered the first and only time when Tuấn visited Rathmore. He was coming for an art show that displayed recent works from Calla and her cohort. The sisters placed bets on whether he’d actually make the drive—he hated to pass the Wisconsin border—but there he was, standing in a corner of the gallery with his right hand shoved into a coat pocket, tapping his foot as instructors took turns introducing each artist. He seemed sober for a change, but in the room of bustling, proud parents, he also looked small, bereft of his usual power. Or maybe the power had been an illusion all along, a glamour of Deer Creek. Vivi thought, too, of caged animals, how scrawny and desperate they seemed when taken outside their native contexts. 

         
         At the show, Calla’s pieces were the most talked about. She’d created large-scale, mixed-media collages of the woods behind
            their farmhouse. There were origami birds folded from Việt newspapers and embroidery threads coaxed into leafy patterns and iridescent candy wrappers cut into tiny darters that sprang
            in arcs. Tuấn stood in front of each collage for long, silent moments, only drifting to the next once he’d examined every inch of the canvas.
            In one, Calla had used a scrap of May’s favorite apron, the one with primroses and a yellowed eyelet trim, to form a pale
            moon above the landscape. He reached out to touch the fabric, not caring about the glares from the professors, for whom gallery
            decorum was more sacrosanct than religion.
         

         
         Afterward, Calla had invited Tuấn to dinner with them, but when he glanced at Vivi, she remained cold, unencouraging. Whatever, come if you want. Finally, he said that he had to get back to Deer Creek. But he was proud. He said it in Vietnamese: Ba tự hào.
         

         
         Vivi often wondered, afterward, why his pride had pained her so much. Because it wasn’t meant for her? Because it came too
            late? Because it made Calla so very hopeful, when in the end, he would never be able to give her the consistency of a real
            father? She remembered how Tuấn had bent his head as he shuffled back to the truck, shoulders hunched. He looked far older than his years. She almost called
            him back.
         

         
         Then the vignette faded and Vivi pulled herself back to the present.

         
         Calla relented. “You’re right, you’re his daughter too. Toward the end, he talked about you all the time. He asked about what
            you were doing. Remembered things about you that even I had forgotten. The way you would only eat blueberries in pancakes,
            never on their own.”
         

         
         “Because of the seeds.”

         
         “How scared you were of the owls in the woods. You used to sneak into his and mom’s room, wailing about those owls. He said
            you’d snuggle right between them with your cold-ass feet.”
         

         
         “I remember.” Both parents on either side of her, a star-pricked sky through the window. Making wishes until her eyelids drooped.
            Back then, safety was a promise hung on the cusp of dreaming.
         

         
         “He said that he’d subscribed to the Forster’s newsletter, did you know that?”

         
         “Good for him.” She forced the ice to wrap around her chest. Freeze the heart, protect the internal organs.

         
         “Whenever they mentioned the art conservation, he’d look for your name.”

         
         Vivi walked away from the installation and sat heavily on the bench, staring at her hands. Calla sat next to her.

         
         “Why are you so unforgiving?” she asked. “So hard?”
         

         
         “Dammit, Calla,” Vivi said, so loudly that the student docent by the check-in desk glanced up. She lowered her voice. “I had to become hard. I became hard so you could stay soft.”
         

         
         “Listen to me, Bee. I’m grateful you were there when we were kids. But that was a long time ago. I’m good now. You can just
            be.”
         

         
         “What does it mean, that you’re good now?”
         

         
         “I’m not using. I haven’t had a drink since last fall. Well, I mean, I haven’t been drunk since last fall.”
         

         
         “And how long will that last?” Vivi knew she should be encouraging. That’s what a good sister would do. But she was afraid
            to believe it. Love and fear, fisting together, impossible now to pry apart.
         

         
         “It’ll last this time.” Calla nodded at her. “You’ll see.”

         
         Vivi thought of Calla’s stints in rehab, her long silences, her frequent disappearances. Calla’s addictions were constantly biting at their heels. If it wasn’t alcohol, it was the pills; if it wasn’t the pills, it was some new obsession that wrested her so completely from reality that Vivi would have to spend months pulling her back. A phone thrown into Lake Michigan, a teetering pile of bills that called to mind those gut-turning visits from debt collectors in Deer Creek. What if, what if, the endless refrain. It could have just as easily been Calla in that truck, speeding with booze in her veins, thrown through
            the windshield into a heap.
         

         
         Calla handed her the book she’d been holding. It was a bound catalogue raisonné of lesser-known French Surrealists that she’d
            snuck out of the art history library. Vivi flipped through the book. Lý wasn’t well-regarded or prolific enough to merit his own catalogue, but he had a handful of paintings in this one. Calla
            stopped her turning at an entry of Moonbathers, one of Lý’s final paintings.
         

         
         “This one,” she said. “This one isn’t like the others.”

         
         Vivi saw that her sister was right. Where Lý’s paintings were usually claustrophobic in color and composition, this landscape was peaceful and comparatively minimalistic.
            Navy spears of wheat tumbled across a foreground trampled by leopards with piercing yellow eyes. Above, the moon’s tear dribbled
            across the canvas in a smeared line. In the far background of the painting, there was a small structure with a sloped roof,
            nearly subsumed by the foliage around it. 
         

         
         
            Moonbathers

            1936

            15 x 22 cm.

            Oil on canvas

            Private Collection

         

         
            This small-scale piece by K. P. Lý signifies a new direction for the Surrealist painter. While the majority of Lý’s work is inseparable from his Indochinese birthplace, Moonbathers presents an unabashed celebration of the bucolic French countryside. The landscape is warped, with a weeping moon and a menagerie
               of animals only found in the artist’s imagination. Again, Lý’s psychic unrest overlaid on a dreamscape that only he could summon. Yet, perhaps, in this turn toward the pastoral, we can see a new artist emerging too. 

         

         “You see it?” Calla jabbed toward the structure at the back of the painting. “It’s like you were saying. The cottage. The
            château or whatever.”
         

         
         “It could be a shed. Or something Lý added for composition’s sake.”
         

         
         “This was the only painting he’d ever done that depicts the French countryside. During that very same summer where Justine
            Allard hosted an artist in Arles. There has to be a connection.”
         

         
         Once Vivi looked past the trappings of the Surrealist nightmare in the painting, she could recognize the wet sprawl of the
            Camargue countryside that had lured artists like Van Gogh and Gaugin decades before Lý arrived. Moonbathers could have been the very painting commissioned by Emil Blanc for his sister, a gift for Justine’s hospitality during Lý’s bleak period.
         

         
         “This is all guesswork,” she protested.

         
         “We have to start somewhere. And I have a feeling about all this.”

         
         “I should do more research. There’s bound to be more about the Allards’ estate.”

         
         “You, always researching. Let’s get a hotel. We can take this catalogue with us. No one will notice.”

         
         On their way out, Calla stopped in front of the installation, We Die Alone. She pulled a pen out of her pocket. “This generation of artists. Such a defeatist lot.”
         

         
         “Leave it, Calla.” Vivi pulled at her arm, to no avail.

         
         Calla glanced around, and spying no docents nearby, hastily changed a word on the placard taped to the wall. We Die Together.
         

         
         Vivi shook her head. But before she followed Calla, she took a photo of the placard. It was, she thought, a better title after
            all.
         

         
         
            
               
                  To: Vivian Nguyễn [v_nguyen@mail.com]
                  

                  From: Samuel Noi [samnoi@forster.org]

                  Subject: the perils of rationalizing

                  Vivi,

                  I’ve tried to understand why you did what you did. Not just stripping Blue Mirror but leaving us without a goodbye. Because you did leave us, didn’t you? Was it the key that scared you away? Was Phoebe too
                     much for you? I won’t regret her, of course, but I regret that I didn’t listen more closely to your needs. Only—you never
                     told me what you needed. I thought it might have been us.
                  

                  Loving you has been an impossible cipher. Once I think I know the solution, the puzzle has changed again, numbers rearranging
                     into a new sort of taunt. I wish I’d never set my mind to that puzzle, to you.
                  

                  I’m angry in a way I’ve never been before. Even putting aside what we’ve meant to each other, your professional betrayal was
                     unforgivable. Of all our colleagues, I considered you my partner. You loved the art. I trusted you would not harm it without
                     reason. But now I’m left wondering: What is the reason for all this risk? Was it worth it?
                  

                  I say that you did an unforgivable thing, yet there’s a part of me that wants to be able to forgive. Not for you. But for
                     me and for Phoebe. I don’t want to live as you do, with my heart walled off from any reprieve that might have been freely
                     given.
                  

                  I hope you are at peace with your decisions. In the end I guess I don’t need to understand them. Only you do.

                  Samuel

               

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 8

         
         “He’s got a lot to say, doesn’t he? So many feelings.”

         
         Calla was reading over Vivi’s shoulder as they rode in the clanky elevator up to the third floor of Sunshine Suites, a motel
            that’d festered on the outskirts of Rathmore since the 1970s. Vivi jerked her phone away and slid it in her pocket.
         

         
         “Samuel is entitled to feelings.”

         
         “So will you leave him hanging again?”

         
         “I still don’t know what to say.”

         
         “I’ve never considered it,” Calla mused. “Having to explain yourself to another person. There was none of that with Wayland.
            From practically the first time he came around, he knew everything about us. Do you ever think how strange it was that you—guarded
            little Vivi—let someone in so fully?”
         

         
         “Hard to hide anything from him when he lived next door.”

         
         “Sure. But that’s not it, not all of it. We had other neighbors.”

         
         “None like Way.”

         
         “Sometimes I forget that you met him first. You tried to keep him from me, remember?”

         
         It’d been a choked-breath sort of summer, humid and itchy with anticipation. The second-warmest on record in Deer Creek. Vivi had been stripped down to her swimsuit, reading in the shade of the woods, when she heard a yelp of pain. Wayland Howard, the new neighbor boy, had fallen off his bike after attempting to squeeze between two pines behind their houses. He’d scraped up his forehead, sprained his ankle. She helped him limp back to the enormous blue colonial with the snow-white shutters, eyeing him from underneath her lashes as he spoke a mile a minute about his interests—filmmaking and photography, Green Day and Stephen King. There were no awkward conversational pauses. He flowed like a stream from one thought to the next. Vivi had marveled at his lack of self-consciousness. 

         
         At thirteen—six months younger than Vivi—Wayland wasn’t nearly as striking as he came to be in his later years. His mouth
            was slightly too large for his face, his haircut choppy around his ears. He had a nervous habit of scattering his gaze, but
            when he spoke, charisma shone from him, as palpable as lines of heat rising from asphalt. She liked him immediately, despite
            or because of the false bravado he tried to summon as he winced beside her. It’d been easy for her to become his confidant;
            the person with whom he shared his nascent ambitions and creative frustrations. To her, he was a beacon of all that could
            be.
         

         
         That summer, the two of them became best friends. Then Calla inserted herself in their pair and they were a trio, inseparable
            from one another. He’d been patient with Calla because she belonged to Vivi, and he was loyal to all things Vivi. But, somewhere
            along the way, the orbits shifted. No one knew who belonged to whom.
         

         
         “I didn’t keep Way from you. I wanted something for myself.”
         

         
         “And you had it, didn’t you?” Calla’s words were spiky, but her tone was subdued. “You and Wayland both.”

         
         Slowly, after a tense draw of breath, Vivi asked, “Is there something you want to say?”

         
         It’d be a horror and relief to talk about what happened after Enmeshment. To discover what exactly Calla knew. Then the elevator bell dinged and the sisters stepped through to a hallway with a bulb
            that flickered, like a lighthouse’s warning signal.
         

         
         “If I have something to say, I’ll send you an email. That’s how it’s done, right?”

         
         “Calla, stop. Are you mad at me because of Wayland?”

         
         Vivi’s question was just loose enough to contain any number of meanings. Was Calla mad because Vivi took Way’s side during
            their final argument? Was she mad because Wayland harbored a fidelity to the teenage Vivi, still regarding her with the rosy
            awe of first love? Or was Calla simply annoyed that she would always be the latecomer to their trio, the one perpetually racing
            to catch up? Whatever interpretation Calla landed on would be the one Vivi would run with.
         

         
         Vivi watched Calla weighing these possibilities. It looked, for a moment, as if they’d have it out right there in the dirty
            hallway. Then her shoulders dropped and she exhaled loudly. Calla seemed older than her years. She resembled May, picking
            up the broken dishes after an argument with their father, knowing she’d have to do it all over again the next day.
         

         
         “I’m not mad,” Calla said finally. “What would I have to be mad about, Vivi?”

         
         Her words hung between them. Theirs was a game of chicken that Vivi could not win. Calla peered at her with a mix of weariness
            and disappointment and reluctant empathy, and then, after Vivi dropped her gaze, said, “That’s what I thought. You go ahead.
            I’ll catch up in a moment.”
         

         
         

         The inaptly named Sunshine Suites was the only hotel within a reasonable distance of Rathmore. The rundown building catered
            to parents stopping in for move-in weekends and academics flying in for interviews. Because of the hotel’s prime location
            and its utter dearth of competitors, its owners harbored no ambition toward reasonable maintenance, and in fact seemed to
            take unholy glee from the building’s slow dissolution.
         

         
         Within the stucco walls, there were only the barest of amenities; a workout space that included a set of barbells worn with sweat; a hot tub that hadn’t worked since the days of Reagan. Over the years Sunshine Suites had become a sort of itinerant space, where hotel cleaners would loan out key cards to friends and lovers. Half the rooms reeked of pot. The other half were ravaged with some musty bodily funk that could never quite be scrubbed out of the carpet fibers. 

         
         If May hadn’t disappeared in the night, she and Tuấn might have stayed there with the other Rathmore parents, waking early for the droning campus tours, treating the sisters
            to lunch at the one Chinese restaurant in town. May could have helped Vivi choose the drapes for her dorm. She might have
            been able to meet Vivi’s mentors at the college. They’d have borne, as a family, the lukewarm coffee in the motel lobby and
            the all-too-believable threat of bedbugs within the ancient mattresses. But instead, the sisters watched their friends hosting
            their own parents with mixtures of pride and embarrassment, trying to convince themselves that they were glad to be spared
            the bother.
         

         
         In the room Vivi paid for, there were two full-sized beds crammed in a space that hadn’t been updated since the days when
            Tuscan farmhouse decor doubled as the aesthetic signifier for worldly romance. A birdshit-streaked balconette overlooked a
            barren parking lot. 
         

         
         Vivi adjusted the temperature settings on the thermostat and flipped the comforters back from the beds. May had never let
            them touch comforters in hotel rooms; she said they were seldom washed, as filthy as anything in the woods behind their house.
         

         
         Soon Calla swept in, dumping an armful of packages onto the coffee table. Chips with a radioactive coating of cheese-adjacent
            dust, cardboard cookies that hurt your teeth when you bit into them. Rainbow-colored power drinks that were, somehow, more
            depressing for their vibrant hues.
         

         
         “Dinner,” she announced, tearing into a bag of gummy bears.

         
         “That junk will rot your teeth.”

         
         Calla tossed a bag of chips at her head. “You’re welcome, you lout.”

         
         On her bed, Vivi had spread articles and open books around her, forming a moat of secondary sources. The ink was faded and
            the low lights made it difficult to read, but she pressed on, circling a phrase here; underlining another there.
         

         
         On the opposite bed, Calla was crunching loudly, teeth flashing as she spoke. “Here’s what I think. Lý was madly in love with one of our ancestors. Who wouldn’t be? The Nguyễn women are incontrovertibly hot. Maybe she was some childhood love of his that he couldn’t forget. He couldn’t help paying
            homage to her in the painting. But it was a secret—a Romeo and Juliet situation? Maybe she was already married?—and so he
            painted over Blue Mirror. Kept the affair hidden to the last. Then he mailed that letter that you gave away—”
         

         
         “Negotiated away.”

         
         “—to his ladylove. Because there was something else he was holding for her. A fortune! Jewels? A trove of paintings?”

         
         “But what about the other woman in Blue Mirror? The white one with curly hair?”
         

         
         “Who knows. Who cares!” Calla threw the plastic bag in the trash, missed, and flopped back onto a pillow without picking it
            up. “First we need to figure out which ancestor Lý was madly in love with.”
         

         
         Vivi tongued her canine tooth, a thinking habit she’d held since she was a kid. “The letter was written in 1945, which would
            have been five years after Dad was born. So, if your romantic theory holds water, Lý could have meant the letter for our grandmother. But since Blue Mirror was likely painted in the 1930s, it might have been more plausible that our great-grandmother was the subject. What was her
            name?”
         

         
         “I can’t remember. Starts with a T? Or a D? Duyên or Tiên or something. Vietnamese names are hard for me, those guttural sounds.
            After we started talking again, Dad told me some rambling story about our great-grandmother. But I was stoned at the time—”
         

         
         “You were high?”

         
         “Pot doesn’t count. Anyway, I was stoned and I wasn’t really listening. It’ll come to me eventually.”
         

         
         “Did she have a freckle below her eye?”

         
         “How should I know? I never paid attention to any of that.”

         
         Vivi thought of the shrine in their kitchen in Deer Creek, one she and Calla largely ignored, because what were these ancestors to them? Outside their disjointed quartet, the sisters had never met any other family members; most were dead, some simply lost in the world, addresses and fates unknown. By the time the sisters were born, all they had to claim were grim faces staring out in palpable disappointment from yellowing photographs. 

         
         Under those unsmiling visages, Tuấn tried to teach them Vietnamese, hammering the phonetics into their skulls with militaristic rigor. Now that your mother is gone— He stumbled over the word: gone, not left. As if her disappearance hadn’t been a choice. In the moment, his silence carved an unfillable space into the air
            between them.
         

         
         Vivi picked up the language easily, but Calla struggled over the intonations. The more Calla wrestled with the Vietnamese
            words, the more they shut her out, so that her halting sentences flattened and spread like the fields of oats they passed
            on the way to school each day. Tuấn became frustrated at his youngest daughter’s Americanness, her unavoidable distance from his homeland. There was a fist on
            the table, apple juice all over the floors. Snow gathered like dandruff on the windowsills. Calla cried and Vivi stared at
            the twisting flames of the fireplace, wanting so badly to loan whatever parcel of knowledge she could to her sister.
         

         
         “I really don’t remember,” Calla finally admitted. “But the altar is still there. We could go to Deer Creek and look.”

         
         Vivi ignored the suggestion. Deer Creek was out of the question. “But then how do the Allards and Blancs fit into this? There’s
            too much we don’t know. Maybe we just need to let Samuel figure it out. Maybe we’re in over our head.”
         

         
         What she didn’t say was that while they were at Rathmore, an email came in from Abel, calling for a disciplinary meeting the
            following week. The Forster board would be there. The lawyers too. Separately, Abel called her and left a message, more affable
            in tone but no less firm. He said he’d always liked her; he thought highly of her work. He agreed that the overpainting was
            a landmark discovery, but there was due process to consider. You couldn’t just do what you wanted with a painting on a hunch. In the end, Abel wanted to make this right. But that could only happen if Vivi returned to face the consequences.
         

         
         Vivi had written Abel back, stating in no uncertain terms that she had deliberately flouted Samuel’s instructions, along with
            museum procedure. She was the only one to blame. She was putting herself on administrative leave and would return soon. They
            could decide her fate without her. Then she silenced her phone and threw it deep in her purse.
         

         
         After all that, Vivi could understand why her sister had launched her own phone into the lake. Disappearing was one tool of
            survival.
         

         
         Calla jumped onto Vivi’s bed, upsetting her moat of paperwork. “Bee, don’t do that. This mystery doesn’t belong to them. It’s ours.”
         

         
         “Just because Dad was in possession of some old artifacts? And Blue Mirror happened to be in my lab?”
         

         
         “The universe wants us to find the offering,” Calla said stubbornly.

         
         “How are you so sure?” 

         
         “Because, unlike you, I believe there is still magic out there, things we can’t explain. And we don’t need to. We just need
            to seize the opportunities we’re handed. Easy as that.” Maybe that was the problem. Vivi still flinched from the world, as
            if it were doling out punishments, while Calla stood with her arms open, ready to accept its gifts. Calla squeezed Vivi around
            the shoulders in affectionate exasperation. “Stop thinking so hard. I’ll have enough faith for both of us. Show me what you
            found.”
         

         
         Vivi’s laptop was open to the booking website for Maison de Notre Rêve. In the 1950s, the estate had been sold by the Allards,
            then converted into a luxury inn that catered to retirees hoping to fulfill their slumbering artistic dreams amid Arles’s
            legendary sunrises. The tagline of the inn read: Never too late. Most of the exterior pictures had been taken from a distance in an attempt to capture the impressive Provençal backdrop. The
            interior photos relayed polished wood floors with thick rugs and gigantic stone hearths, from which fires crackled and snapped,
            as in a BBC period piece. Each suite boasted a balcony towering over gardens abloom with primroses and lavender. There were,
            however, no photos of the servants’ cottage that Justine Allard mentioned.
         

         
         “Maybe there’d be something in their archives,” Vivi mused. “Something about time or light. Or even a sundial on the property.”

         
         “So let’s just go and look for ourselves. France and fancy-free, like we’ve always wanted!”
         

         
         “We can’t ‘just go’ to Arles.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “Pick a reason. And, say Lý did live in the cottage at Maison de Notre Rêve. That doesn’t mean the ‘offering’ is there. Not to mention that offering
            could be anything—a flower bush or a recipe for cheesecake or a collection of his moldy old brushes.”
         

         
         “Why would he hide a recipe for cheesecake?” Calla giggled.

         
         “Could have been a really good recipe. We need more to go on.”

         
         “Hop to it, then. You’re getting close, I feel it.”

         
         Bolstered by her sister’s faith, Vivi paged through the photos again. On a separate tab, she ran a search for Maison de Notre
            Rêve, where it appeared among a handful of curated lists of recommendations from travel magazines. One called it “a place
            for second chances”; another praised the chef’s thyme-scented crème brûlée. None mentioned the Allards or the history behind
            the inn.
         

         
         On the second page of search results, she found a long-abandoned, Y2K-era travel blog. There were blurry photos of the couple—the
            Wandering Wilsons, placid-faced Californians who dressed as if they might be thrown onto a hiking trail at any moment—toasting
            each other on the terrace of Maison de Notre Rêve. The slideshow on the post, set to an instrumental version of Édith Piaf’s
            “La Foule,” contained shots of flowering almond trees and medieval churches. A gazebo, a bench, various architectural details.
         

         
         The Wilsons enjoyed their time so much, yes they did, and they’d visit France again, but they would recommend bringing bug
            spray and patience, because the table service left something to be desired.
         

         
         “Wait.” Calla stilled her hand as she flipped through the blog slideshow another time. “That bench.”

         
         She scrolled back to the photo, which had been taken on the grounds of Maison de Notre Rêve at sunset. “What about it?”

         
         “The carving. Can you read it?”

         
         She squinted at the curved stone back. Après tout ce temps. “After all this time.”
         

         
         “What’s the dot next to it? Zoom in.”

         
         They could hardly make it out at first, but then they saw that it was a tiny carving: a single, perfect orb surrounded by
            rippling waves of heat.
         

         
         A high-pitched sound grew in Vivi’s ears. “A sun.”

         
         “A fucking sun.” Calla dug her nails into Vivi’s skin. Vivi winced as Calla breathed, “This is it. This is where the offering
            is. Remind me what Lý wrote about that château of his?”
         

         
         “‘I’ve gone and left something at the Château des Miroirs, buried under the endless sun.’”

         
         “Book the flight.”

         
         “Button.”

         
         “What are you so scared of?”

         
         Vivi did not trust any of it. Blue Mirror, Lý, this hidden château. Her own father’s place in the weave of the mystery. Calla and Tuấn, both with their common brand of impulse and chaos, continued to draw Vivi away from the known and into those shadowy questions
            that she could not navigate. It frightened her, that richly patterned dark. It frightened her because she craved it too. 
         

         
         Finally, she said, “Let’s just sleep on it.”

         
         Calla pouted, then jumped back onto her own bed, flinging her hand dramatically over her eyes. “I’m going with or without
            you.”
         

         
         “You keep saying that.” Vivi turned off the lights and got under the covers, trying not to pay attention to the stains she’d
            glimpsed.
         

         
         After a few moments of tossing and turning, Calla asked, “Are you still awake?”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “Me too.”

         
         “What are you thinking about?”

         
         “The TA. He’s still a sloppy kisser.”

         
         They snickered. Vivi wondered how it must feel for Calla to kiss another man after being married to Wayland for eight years. She almost said something about it. But Vivi didn’t want to disrupt the peace between them. 

         
         “What are you thinking about?” Calla asked.
         

         
         Vivi sighed. “How stupid I was to give Quân the letter.”

         
         “It’s okay. We’ll find something better in Arles.”

         
         Persistent Calla, the only person whose tenaciousness rivaled Vivi’s own. Kind Calla, whose indefatigable hope sprouted like
            the bunches of cilantro in their mother’s garden. Vivi smiled in the dark, her chest splitting with affection. “Goodnight,
            Button.”
         

         
         “’Night, Bee.”

         
         For a moment, it was just as it used to be. Calla’s even breathing turning into soft snores. The scent of oranges winding
            its trail toward Vivi from across the room. Cold air on their skin, worn sheets under them, a dangerous and breathtaking world
            they’d only begun to consider.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 9

         
         Vivi stood at the edge of a river whose name she’d since forgotten. She was herself and not herself, a figment, a wisp. She
            sensed through her mind’s haze that she’d forgotten something essential within the ease of the water. On its surface, the
            river appeared restful, languorous even. But once she set her foot in, she could feel the pull of the current, the way her
            skin puckered against the cold. A fleet of minnows tickled her arch. She was suspended between desire and fear, an emotional
            cliff so familiar that she could cut her tongue on its broken contours.
         

         
         For a moment, the currents of the river cleared and its surface was as smooth as glass. She saw herself in the reflection.
            But it wasn’t her, it was her ancestor, the sharp-eyed woman in Blue Mirror. The muse. The woman was mouthing something to her. Vivi could almost hear it, a shape of words bubbling in the water. She
            leaned in to listen. Closer and closer, until her nose became wet and her lips touched cold.
         

         
         “Vivi. Vivi, come back home.”

         
         But where was home? The muse would tell her. The muse knew it all. She opened her arms to the water and it opened itself back,
            a mother’s long-awaited embrace.
         

         
         I’m coming.
         

         
         

         Then, with a painful jerk, she slammed onto the floor of the balconette. Her head hit the edge of a metal chair, sending a zing of pain up her skull. Calla was sprawled on the concrete next to her, eyes wide. 

         
         “What the hell,” Vivi said. It was all she could manage. Her teeth chattered.

         
         “You were sleepwalking. I thought you were going to tumble over. Come here. Let me look at you.”

         
         Calla helped her up and checked her head. There was no blood. She led her inside and tucked her back into bed. Then she got
            in next to Vivi, curling her arms around her waist. Her grasp was so tight that Vivi coughed to catch her breath.
         

         
         “Easy there.”

         
         “How long?” Calla asked. “Since you’ve been having the night terrors?”

         
         Vivi thought about lying. But there was no point. If she and Calla were going to do this together, there should be no more
            lies between them. None except the one that could break them. “Since I stripped Blue Mirror.”
         

         
         “Every night?”

         
         “No. Only once before.” She paused. “I’m scared, Button.”

         
         And she was, not only because of how closely she’d stood to the edge of the balconette. There was a part of her that still
            wanted to be pressed against the surface of the water. It was as if all her years of careful control had been shattered the
            moment she removed the last of the overpaint from Blue Mirror. 
         

         
         Vivi said, “I’m scared I’ll go too far.”

         
         “You won’t. Not with me here. I’ll nail your shoes to the floor if I have to.”

         
         And Calla squeezed again, harder yet, but Vivi found this pain bracing. It said, I won’t leave. I’m not scared of your darkness, because it’s the same as mine. But Vivi didn’t believe her, not really. Calla always found a way to leave.
         

         
         They were facing the window, through which they saw a dusting of constellations on the belly of the night. Vega, brightest light of them all, was unchanging as it’d always been when they’d searched for it in Deer Creek. 

         
         Once, before May left, before Tuấn’s accident and the pills and the alcohol and the ceaseless fighting, May had taken the girls on a twilight picnic. She did
            things like this occasionally, brought them on secret adventures, just the girls. May loved storytelling and she loved stars,
            especially constellations, which she felt to be a ballad of the two. She told them all the myths: Orion and his cursed scorpion,
            Andromeda rescued by Perseus.
         

         
         That evening, the three of them were hoping to see the unicorn meteor shower, the Monocerotid, which would be most visible
            in the hours after sunset. Money-sorry, Calla called it, her mouth working at the syllables with such grave diligence that no one laughed. She was three, trying
            to stay awake. But her eyes soon closed and it was just Vivi and May lying on the blanket in the clearing.
         

         
         Quietly, patiently, May retold the story of Castor and Pollux, the Gemini twins who never strayed far apart, until the first
            streaks of white began to pierce the sky. Vivi had been so completely happy, with her mother on one side of her, Calla on
            the other, their father up late in his newly built shed behind the farmhouse. Her small world, an ordered arrangement that
            stood at the very center of the universe.
         

         
         “Make a wish and mean it,” Vivi now said, echoing May’s words from so many years ago.

         
         She could almost sense Calla’s smile in the dark. Mischievous, cajoling. Impossible to refuse. “I wish to go to Arles and
            find K. P. Lý’s offering. And I wish that my sleepwalking killjoy of a sister would come along with me.”
         

         
         When does love, like the protean night sky, shift into something unrecognizable? 

         
         After May left, Vivi often asked herself this question. She stored a cache of good memories in her heart, like a line of jars awaiting the brutal dearth of winter, and revisited them in her private moments, examining each for signs of falsehood. Tuấn driving her to school with the windows down, letting her belt out Mariah Carey as they sped along the country roads. May
            taking the sisters to the art museum in Madison, buying each a souvenir they couldn’t afford from the gift shop. Could Vivi
            trust any of those memories? It’d been better if they’d been mirages; then, at least, there would be a logical arc to follow.
            But no matter how much she prodded, she found that the memories were pure, they were true. Yet—like that—the good moments
            were gone, smashed to bits, as if they’d never existed. It would never make sense to her, this seismic shift in her reality.
         

         
         The only constant had been Calla. Over and over again, Vivi pledged that she would never leave her sister. Where Calla went,
            Vivi would follow, like Pollux bargaining eternity to resurrect his brother. She saw that Calla would go to France; she’d
            already set her mind on it. If Vivi didn’t go with her, Calla would be on her own, vulnerable to any manner of temptations.
            And maybe, against all odds, Calla might succeed. Vivi hated the thought of not being there to uncover the offering. It’d
            become her mystery too.
         

         
         “I’ll take your silence as agreement,” Calla said sleepily.

         
         “Yes,” Vivi told her finally. “Yes, okay. You win. We’ll go to France.”

         
         “Oh, good. Because I booked the tickets while you were sleeping.”

         
         “You didn’t.” The laugh was already blooming in Vivi’s chest.

         
         “Happy birthday.”

         
         “You already gave me my present.”

         
         “Yeah and then you handed it over to fucking Paul. Do you think we’ll find the offering in Arles?”

         
         “No. But we’ll look.”

         
         “I wish Dad were going with us.”

         
         Vivi pretended to be asleep. But on her side, she listened to the hum of the radiator kicking on and off, unsure of whether
            to warm or cool the room, until daybreak crept in, extinguishing every last bit of starlight.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 10

         
         Mist draped onto the Citroën as they drove up to the entrance of Maison de Notre Rêve. The estate emerged through a haze,
            little resembling the vibrancy Vivi had memorized in Van Gogh’s sun-drenched paintings. Aside from Moonbathers, Lý had never painted Arles. Or Europe, for that matter. Yet it was easy to imagine what he saw when he walked from the train
            station, past the cobblestone streets and out onto the dusty paths that traced the Rhône.
         

         
         Vivi didn’t glimpse the lauded Provençal light that day, but she could imagine it. Van Gogh had a vision for a utopian Arles
            that would welcome the most innovative artists. He’d seen flourishing salons, painters dangling cigarettes as they loped along
            the streets, uninhibited color and romance, a display of unleashed, instinctive force. Perhaps Lý might have found himself reflected in the other artist’s vision.
         

         
         After the last letter from Justine in 1936, there was no other mention of Lý—L—in Blanc’s correspondence. To the siblings, it was as if he’d never existed beyond that summer. Even Lý’s disappearance, seven years later, didn’t elicit any missives to or from Justine. The silence around L didn’t feel incidental
            to Vivi.
         

         
         Maison de Notre Rêve lay at the center of the property past a fence with blocky posts. A drive curved around a stone fountain from which a statue of Diana of the Hunt emerged, her palm bent toward the sky in offering. A bird sat on her sculpted fingertips, tail erect as the vertical bar of an exclamation mark. They’d left Rathmore three days ago, but already, the time on campus felt like a moment from another life. 

         
         Beyond the gardens, along the farthest boundary, Vivi made out a small building thumbed from a clearing. It was camouflaged
            and inconsequential, a rattling coin inside an oversized purse.
         

         
         “Do you think the cottage is open to the public?” Calla asked, pointing.

         
         “That’s it?” Vivi was distracted, unaccustomed to driving, much less driving in the rain in another country. But she’d be
            damned if she let Calla, with her lead foot, get behind the wheel. “Doesn’t look like much.”
         

         
         “I’d build it in painted straw,” Calla said dreamily. “With dried clovers for grass. And then I’d drape everything in organza.”

         
         “You could. Paint it, I mean. Or collage it, whatever. Did you bring your sketchbooks?”

         
         “I haven’t worked since—” Calla picked a piece of lint off her knee, flicked it out the window where it looped into the wind.

         
         “Since Enmeshment?”
         

         
         Calla pressed her lips together, refusing to be caught by her sister’s conversational hook. It was as if there was a hole
            where the memory should have been. But wasn’t Vivi masking herself in amnesia too? If she could have, Vivi would have chosen
            to erase two moments from her life: the night her mother disappeared and that wretched night of Calla’s opening. Both cleaved
            the sisters in opposite and irreversible ways.
         

         
         Calla cut her eyes away from Vivi. “There’s the lot. Park as close as you can, will you? I don’t want my hair getting wet.”

         
         Inside the Maison de Notre Rêve, a tinkling melody came from the lobby speakers. Near the baseboards, a cleaning person stooped with a rag, working at the scuffs with weary patience. All the obvious signs of a hotel were there—signage in teal and cream, a scalloped logo embossed on linen stationery, chairs arranged in tête-à-tête formations—and their sedate order irritated Vivi. She wanted to feel like she was in Lý’s home, but any connection had been neatly severed by the deliberate ahistoricity of the inn.
         

         
         Behind the desk sat a large-framed woman with short reddish waves. Jean, according to her name tag. She made no effort to
            disguise the fact that the novel she was reading was far more interesting than any disheveled tourists arriving on this drizzling
            day. Vivi gave their names and asked for two room keys.
         

         
         “You are in room five on the second floor,” Jean said. “We call it the Rosebud Suite. It is the most magnificent in the inn.”

         
         In response to Vivi’s raised brows, Calla whispered, “I splurged. We deserve it.”

         
         Where, Vivi wondered, was all this largesse coming from? Maybe the divorce settlement was more generous than predicted. Or
            maybe Calla was flying by on credit, eschewing the practical for immediate pleasures. It wouldn’t be the first time.
         

         
         Vivi’s own savings account, formerly so flush, continued to dwindle with each new charge she wracked. She was on unpaid administrative
            leave, still paying rent on the apartment in Lakeview. There would be a time in the near future when she’d have to return
            to reality. If she couldn’t talk her way back into a job at the Forster, she’d have to find a new one. But the thought was
            too sad to contemplate just then. She was in France. She was with her sister. For once, worry could wait.
         

         
         Jean continued. “Breakfast is from eight in the morning until ten. There is a pamphlet on Arles in your room.”

         
         “Are we free to walk the grounds?” Calla asked.

         
         “Of course. The gardens are at your disposal. I wouldn’t now, though. There is a cocktail hour on the terrace at sundown.
            If the rain clears.”
         

         
         “And the cottage?” Jean gave them a puzzled look. Vivi showed her the picture from the Wandering Wilsons’ blog. “The servants’
            cottage on the property. Could we see it?”
         

         
         Jean wrinkled her nose. “That is not for guests. Technically, it’s not on our property any longer. The land was parceled out in recent years. That cottage now belongs to a man next door.” 

         
         Calla asked, “Do you think we could talk to him?”

         
         “Ah, impossible. He will not welcome it.” She did not elaborate.

         
         “I’m hoping to see the cottage, because . . .” Vivi’s arm stilled her. Patience, she counseled.
         

         
         “Would you like a towel?”

         
         “No, we’ll go up now,” Calla said.

         
         Vivi, unaccustomed to luxury, averse to it in many ways, had never seen anything as fine as the suite that Calla had booked.
            Two smaller rooms converged into a spacious sitting area that overlooked a long and narrow pool at the back of the hotel.
            Thick barnwood beams angled over sloped ceilings. Rows of candles sat on the brass-edged sidebar.
         

         
         True to its name, the suite boasted a wall-length mural of a rose garden with red and pink blooms spilling from spiky-leafed
            bushes. In the bathroom, there were bars of soap shaped like roses. Even the robes held the faint scent of tuberose, as if
            they’d been hung on a flowering trellis to dry. Calla popped the cork on a chilled bottle of champagne sitting in a carafe
            on the sidebar.
         

         
         Vivi sank into one of the chairs, not caring that the wet from her clothes was seeping into the upholstery. “I feel like I’ve
            been traveling for years.”
         

         
         Calla poured two glasses. Raised hers up for a toast. “To ancestors and offerings! To new starts!”

         
         “And old ghosts.”

         
         Vivi sipped her champagne, but Calla downed hers in a quick gasp, sighing in pleasure as the bubbles broke down her throat.
            She grabbed for the bottle again.
         

         
         “Are you sure you should?” Vivi asked, reaching for Calla’s flute.

         
         Calla held it away from her. “Lighten up, Bee, we’re in paradise!”

         
         “Just one, okay?”

         
         “I’m not a child.”

         
         But you are an addict, Vivi thought to herself. As if hearing her thoughts, Calla scowled, setting down the flute so forcibly that Vivi was surprised it didn’t break. She flounced to the bathroom, muttering about overbearing sisters all the way. But Vivi caught the flash of hurt on her sister’s face, a broken sort of vulnerability that never failed to make Vivi feel guilty. 

         
         While they traveled, Vivi had watched her sister for signs of distress. She didn’t know what she was looking for, exactly,
            only some deviance from the norm. But Calla seemed like her usual self. She flirted with the airline attendants. She bought
            piles of fashion magazines that she didn’t even look at. As the plane took off, she bounced in her seat, excited as a kitten
            with the zoomies, while Vivi gripped her seat handles, murmuring plane crash statistics to herself. Counting the rows to find
            the nearest emergency exit.
         

         
         What would they do if there was a water landing? Calla couldn’t swim. But there would be floating devices, Vivi could carry
            them both for a time.
         

         
         She’d forgotten how it felt to be on constant alert like this, forced to anticipate all the ways a person could fall from
            grace. It was like living two lives: one for yourself, the other as a helpless witness, heart in your throat. Even with Phoebe,
            Vivi had never felt such responsibility. She didn’t need to; Samuel had always stood at the parenting helm.
         

         
         For a time, during Calla’s marriage, Vivi had breathed more easily, knowing that Wayland was at her sister’s side. Yet even
            then, there’d been signs of dissipation. Calla and Wayland’s passion was a fragile sort, easily stoked but combustible. Transitory.
            The parties in the Pilsen loft: thick clouds of smoke ringing beautiful people, music that jumped like a racing heartbeat.
            Lines of coke on coffee tables, tabs slipped under waiting tongues. The inexorable clinking of glass, a sound that reminded
            her of Tuấn tossing a bottle into the overfull recycling bin each morning before his shift. Calla, shouting at Wayland. Wayland, storming
            out into the snow, slamming the door behind him. But they always came back together, again and again, until the one day they
            didn’t.
         

         
         Maybe, in her relief and her oversized loyalty to Wayland, Vivi had let herself ignore the signs of rupture in their marriage. She wished she could talk to Way about it, but it was impossible now. 

         
         Calla emerged from the bathroom, hair brushed, a shiny coat of crimson on her lips. She looked refreshed, energized from the
            hundreds of miles crossed. “Come on, let’s go exploring.”
         

         
         “I’m going to need a moment.”

         
         “Well, I’m going to see what I can find.”

         
         “Not the cottage. Please? Wait for me to go to the cottage.”

         
         “Fine. But don’t snooze the day away, lazy.”

         
         After Calla left, Vivi threw herself onto one of the beds. Without bothering to pull the blankets off or draw the curtains,
            she fell straight into a fitful sleep. She thrashed on the silk pillows, dreaming of vines wrapping around her legs, tugging
            her down into an oubliette in the earth. A single beam of sunlight pierced the heart of the darkness like a lance. When she
            reached for it, her skin turned to ash and blew away.
         

         
         

         Hours later, she woke to the strains of Vivaldi’s summer concerto. Vivi had always found this composition strangely elegiac,
            especially as a representation of summer. It sounded like a hunt gone awry. A marathon of grief, frantic and breathless. Not
            cocktail hour music, at any rate.
         

         
         On the lawn, to the right of the pool, the terrace soaked the dying light into its grooves. A man wearing a black tuxedo played
            a violin with his eyes closed. A few feet away, a woman in her sixties danced on the grass, mouth open as if to swallow each
            note. Her dress had a metallic sheen, reminding Vivi of crumpled aluminum foil. Calla was dancing next to her, her hair a
            streak of carbon. For one heady moment, it seemed as if they’d been transported back into the romantic ebullience of the Années
            folles.
         

         
         Vivi shook the sleep from her limbs and went downstairs to join the guests, knowing and not caring that she was underdressed. She was at least three decades younger than everyone there, except for Calla and Jean, who milled without her romance novel but did not manage to dislodge the ennui from her features. Jean gave Vivi a nod of acknowledgment when she approached. 

         
         “How did you settle in?”

         
         “Too well. The jet lag took me down.”

         
         “At least you didn’t lose a full day to it, as some do.” Jean indicated her head toward Calla. “Your companion seems to be
            settling in fine.”
         

         
         “My sister. She’s a well of energy. Always has been.”

         
         “To be young.”

         
         “Have you worked here long?”

         
         “For the last ten years. My mother was a housekeeper before me. And before her, her grandfather was a gardener. We’ve kept
            this place running for generations.” Pride ran through Jean’s words.
         

         
         “What was it like? Back then.”

         
         “In my grandfather’s day, Maison de Notre Rêve was a private residence, charming and beautiful, but you know what happens
            to all those old estates. They get too expensive to maintain. People move away, lineages die out.”
         

         
         “I read that Marcel and Justine Allard were the owners in the 1930s. Do you know of them?”

         
         “I recall the name, yes. They didn’t own the property for long before Marcel sold it to a distant nephew of his. Marcel was
            an important man from what I remember.”
         

         
         “Are there any records from their time here?”

         
         She frowned. “Perhaps.”

         
         “I’m an art scholar,” Vivi explained. She told a version of the truth. “In 1936, a painter named K. P. Lý came to stay at Maison de Notre Rêve for a summer. Or so I suspect. I’m hoping to find evidence of this.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         “I believe he painted some of his last works here. He might have even painted Justine Allard. That would be of interest to
            you, wouldn’t it?”
         

         
         If Moonbathers was painted at the estate, who was to say that Blue Mirror, his most mystifying work, couldn’t have been too? The more Vivi thought about Blue Mirror and Emil Blanc’s letters to his sister, the more she thought it likely that Justine might have inspired Lý enough to appear on the canvas. It was, after all, common practice for an artist to pay homage to a patron in this way.
         

         
         Vivi pulled up one of the pixelated images of Moonbathers and showed it to Jean. Interest flickered across the other woman’s face, then sank back into the pool of her boredom.
         

         
         Jean said, “He wouldn’t be the only artist to have been inspired by Maison de Notre Rêve.”

         
         “Maybe he was the first.”

         
         She twisted her lips, then offered grudgingly, “I can look in our archives. If I have the time. They are not well maintained.
            Our staff is much smaller than it once was.”
         

         
         “It would mean the world to me and my sister. Our late father loved Lý’s work.” Was that true? Love didn’t feel like the right word, but one couldn’t very well talk about deathbed obsessions to
            a stranger.
         

         
         “I make no promises.”

         
         “If you find something, could I please review the documents myself? The originals. It would be immensely helpful for my research.”

         
         Jean gave a shrug that could have meant yes or no or anything in between, then pivoted from Vivi and began speaking with a
            man in coral trousers. It was as clear a dismissal as she could have gotten but, elated by Jean’s concession, Vivi turned
            away with a smile. Here was hope, arriving in tiny yet discrete droplets.
         

         
         On the terrace, petrichor hung like tinsel in the cooling air. She took a glass of seltzer and swam among the artists, eavesdropping
            as she made her way to Calla. Their conversation, taken piecemeal, sounded like the enjambment of magnetic tiles on a fridge,
            sparse yet poetic.
         

         
         “A great storm that—”

         
         “Was a promising young—”

         
         “Question.”

         
         “Did you see—”

         
         “The amphitheater—”

         
         “Of broke Americans.”

         
         Calla had abandoned her dance. Now she stood next to a painter who’d set up an easel on the uneven pavers. Whenever he set
            brush to canvas, the legs of the easel slumped one way or the other. He was unperturbed by the setup. The paint on the canvas
            mottled together with violent pointillism, but once you glanced away, then looked back, the splotches somehow coalesced into
            a vision of the scene in front of them. He hadn’t captured the exactitude of shape or hue, but something of its ambiance.
         

         
         “My sister, back from the dead,” Calla called. “Jerome, this is Vivi.”

         
         The painter surveyed them. “I would never have guessed you were sisters. You don’t look at all alike.”

         
         Where Vivi had inherited her father’s height, his thick brows and hard jaw, Calla was small and soft, her slight frame belying
            the iron will beneath. Vivi had always felt like the less beautiful sister, and she didn’t mind it usually. She was happy
            to watch Calla be admired from the sidelines. But sometimes it smarted, inhabiting the shadow against the light. Wayland had
            been the only person who, given the choice, had turned his gaze on her first.
         

         
         Vivi said to the painter, “I like your landscape.”

         
         “It’s not good. But I’ll get better.”

         
         Calla said, “I was telling Jerome that he picked the right place for inspiration.”

         
         He swiped his brush on a rag. “We all think genius is like osmosis. The closer we stand to it, the more likely we’re going
            to become the next Van Artist. It’s stupid. But here we are. Are you artists?”
         

         
         “Yes,” Calla said.

         
         “No,” said Vivi at the same time.

         
         “I was a scientist in a past life.”

         
         “What did you study?” Vivi asked.

         
         “Viruses. Now I study light. I used to think my work was so important. It was. But science never gave me the sort of joy I feel when I sketch some throwaway thing in my backyard. What legacy matters
            more?”
         

         
         “Maybe we think too much about legacy,” Vivi said.

         
         “As opposed to?”

         
         “Living?” She didn’t know why she said it as a question. She scratched an itch near her wrist.

         
         “Art is the antidote to death, they say.” He dabbed a scarlet anemone into the corner of the canvas.

         
         “Could you sketch us?” Calla asked impulsively. “Something to remember this trip by.”

         
         “Button,” Vivi began.

         
         But the painter got out his sketchbook. He indicated that they should sit together at one of the tables. Minutes passed as
            his hand moved deftly across the page. There were so few photographs that existed of the two of them. Candids from disposable
            cameras at parties, a stiff portrait from Calla’s wedding, in which Vivi looked to be suffering from indigestion. 
         

         
         And Wayland’s photograph, the one he named The Seekers of Deer Creek. He’d taken it during one of those summer evenings when hours seemed to spill from an endless fountain, languid and inexhaustible.
            In Way’s portrait, she and Calla were standing next to a fence at the back of the yellow farmhouse. Strokes of gold and crimson,
            emissaries from a setting sun, traced their profiles. Vivi couldn’t look at the photo without remembering the day’s humid
            exhale and the foolish pride she’d felt as she posed with her hand behind her on the post, chest lifted like one of the models
            from the magazines she and Calla hoarded.
         

         
         But she didn’t look like any of those wholesome young things with their glossy manes and crowing stage mothers. In the photo Wayland took, the girls had just returned from the woods. Noses sunburnt, bare feet patched with clumps of cut grass. They bristled with the unconvincing bravado of teenagers—children—who’d seen more than young people ever should. One could see the scab blooming on Calla’s knee. Mid-blink, Vivi’s eyes were half closed, giving her a squinty truculence. An air of neglect hung from them, as palpable as the pot-bellied clouds on the horizon. Vivi had hated the photo when she first saw it. 

         
         You might as well have called it The Indigent Girls Next Door, Way.

         
         But she kept the print buried in a keepsake box in her closet, as a reminder of all that had passed. She was afraid to forget,
            but she was just as afraid to remember.
         

         
         The painter tore off his finished sketch and presented it to the sisters. He’d rendered them flatteringly, with half smiles
            and graceful, bent heads. His sketch couldn’t have been farther from The Seekers of Deer Creek. Neither were quite faithful to reality, but Vivi preferred the painter’s version to the photographer’s. Calla cooed over
            the sketch, lavishing compliments.
         

         
         “What can we pay you for this?” Vivi asked.

         
         He tilted his head. “Nothing. Take it. And take care of each other.”

         
         An ache pulled at the tendons behind her eyes. She thanked the painter and walked with Calla back toward the hotel dining
            room.
         

         
         “I’ve scoped out the cottage,” Calla whispered. Her eyes danced with the unbridled delight of subterfuge.

         
         “You promised.”
         

         
         Calla continued, as if she hadn’t spoken. “It’s not far. A fifteen-minute walk, at most. We can just zip in and out.”

         
         “What about the property owner?”

         
         Calla waved the objection away. “I rang the bell. No one answered. He’ll never know. Probably gone for the summer.”

         
         “Let’s make a plan at dinner. I’ll bet we can get permission tomorrow if we explain it all. I’m dying for some steak frites,
            aren’t you?”
         

         
         But Calla’s eyes glittered, there was a determined clamp of her jaw, and Vivi knew that she was in for an evening of resistance.

         
         
            
               
                  To: Vivian Nguyễn [v_nguyen@mail.com]
                  

                  From: Samuel Noi [samnoi@forster.org]

                  Subject: Re: the perils of rationalizing

                  Vivi,

                  I didn’t think I’d be writing again to you so soon. It’s getting cooler in the evenings. The grad student next door put up
                     a life-sized skeleton holding a joint on his porch. My father went over to lecture him—think of the children!—but to no avail. The undead stoner continues to watch over Hyde Park. I kind of like him, but don’t tell Dad. Our own front
                     steps are guarded by a gnarled pumpkin that we picked up from South Barrington over the weekend. Remember last fall, when
                     you went with us to the farm? I couldn’t believe you’d never had an apple cider donut before. Or that a grown person could
                     get lost in a child’s corn maze. Good thing Phoebe was there to haul you out.
                  

                  She’s taken to burying her gemstones around the yard, then digging them back up days later. She pretends she’s a geologist
                     named Dr. Dirt. My mother is frenzied over the state of her garden beds, which hide any manner of treasures these days. Yesterday
                     I found a piece of quartz under a lawn chair. Dr. Dirt was pleased at the discovery, if not my unschooled manner of retrieval.
                  

                  I don’t know why I’m telling you this. It’s hard not to share Phoebe with someone who loves her. You did love her, right?
                     I believe you did. The reason I’m writing is because she drew you a portrait and asked me to scan and send it to you. I promised
                     I would. She’s getting better at the mouths, don’t you think? They’re marginally less terrifying than they used to be.
                  

                  In your absence, I’ve been studying Blue Mirror. The woman on the left—she looks like you. The freckle, yes, but more than that. There’s a certain way she carries herself.
                     The defiant tilt of her chin. The tiny dip between her brows. I’ve seen exactly that expression on your face when you’re defending
                     a point with Smith or Abel. I can only imagine how startling finding that echo must have been. I can’t agree with what you’ve
                     done, Vivi, but I’ve come to understand it. Who knows? If it’d been me, in a different timeline, one where I had no one to
                     account for but myself, maybe I’d have done the same.
                  

                  In any case, I think this will be the last time I write to you. It’s better this way, cleaner. Less painful for me and maybe
                     for you too. I hope you have found what you’re digging for, Vivi, I really do.
                  

                  Sam

                  ATTACHMENT:

                  [Vivi_and_DrDirt.png]

               

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 11

         
         In her sleep, Vivi heard the door open. The sound was so faint that she could convince herself it came from another hotel
            room. The sisters had taken to locking all the windows and doors as a cautionary measure against Vivi’s sleepwalking. No one
            would come in or out. It’d given her a cocoon-like sensation that recalled the evenings inside their childhood bedroom. Toads
            croaking, wind agitating, the soft ruckus of Calla flopping on the sheets. What Vivi felt, then and now, wasn’t exactly safety,
            never safety, but some sense of fortitude. If Calla were nearby, dreaming her nonsense little-kid dreams, Vivi could relax
            her guard. But that night in Arles, in the depths of sleep, she tensed. The air in the room had changed, emptied somehow.
         

         
         By the time she jolted awake, Calla was already gone. Vivi fumbled to pull on a pair of boots. She tucked her phone into her
            back pocket and made her way downstairs, awash in the contrarian thrill of alertness when the rest of the world was asleep.
         

         
         At this hour of the night, the hotel was almost silent. The concierge stand empty. She could hear cooks in the kitchen dredging
            their knives through sinks brimming with dishwater. The painters and dancers had taken to their Egyptian cotton sheets, sated
            on boar pasta that wound in butterscotch knolls on spotless plates.
         

         
         From the glimpse of the estate they’d gotten on the drive in, Vivi knew roughly where to find the servants’ cottage. She set out in that direction, using her phone’s flashlight to guide her. In the dark, she stepped onto the tines of a rake, like some slapstick cartoon character. She ignored the pain, then took a breath as she scaled the low fence separating the properties. For a moment, she hung awkwardly between the two places. When her feet landed, she half expected a siren to blare or a dog to begin barking, but there was only the distant burble of a pond. 

         
         “Calla,” she hissed. “Butt-on.”
         

         
         Nothing but the dim rustle of the night.

         
         The cottage was no larger than a one-room schoolhouse; certainly no larger than Vivi’s apartment. For whatever reason, she
            thought of Tuấn’s shed. Tight little places that could hold entire worlds. Sites that drew her, even if she resisted them.
         

         
         On the exterior, uneven sandstone toothed together into a dubious façade. There was an arched door with heavy metal hinges,
            open a few inches. Once, bushes had flowered on either side of the cottage, but now they had shriveled into thorny corpses.
            She called for her sister again.
         

         
         “In here!” Calla’s muffled voice came from the cottage.

         
         When Vivi placed her foot on the steps to the front door, a sense of vertigo overtook her.

         
         Her vision blurred and she saw—or hallucinated, or dreamed—a slight figure in black, reaching for the handle with his long
            fingers. Buds of lavender clinging to his trouser hem and sweat beading at the nape of his neck.
         

         
         She followed him inside the cottage. Watched as his gaze swept the narrow bed made up neatly under an open window, the cast
            iron tea kettle squatting on the stovetop, the crates full of his art supplies, bearing stamps from Paris, a place that felt
            as far away as Việt Nam at that moment. The cottage was small, so small, but it was everything. He thanked whatever gods he still prayed to for
            the mercy of a corner where he could be nobody at all. Acedia, his native state, might finally loosen its hold.
         

         
         “Lý,” Vivi said. She wasn’t in the cottage, but above him, or beyond him, in the brace of wind that dragged against his sunburnt
            cheeks.
         

         
         He turned, surprised, toward the sound of her voice. “It’s you.”

         
         She wanted to take his shoulders and shake the secrets from him. Or maybe she wanted to lay herself at his feet, to ask for—what, forgiveness? Wisdom? Her impulses did not seem to come from her, but from another force, one more urgent and knowing than any she could summon. 

         
         Then it was gone, the vision, and Vivi returned with a thud of reality to the interior of the servants’ cottage.

         
         Calla was stooped next to a bed, swooping a flashlight under it. “What did you say?”

         
         Vivi blinked hard. “Nothing. Where’d you get the flashlight?”

         
         “Stole it from Jean’s desk. She won’t miss it.”

         
         “You promised you’d wait.”

         
         “I did not,” Calla said indignantly. “You said we should wait. I took a bite of crème brûlée.”
         

         
         “What if the owner comes around? Have you thought of that?”

         
         “Look at this place, would you? No one’s been here in decades.”

         
         Stained floors, peeling paint. A dented spade against the corner. A length of ivy curled in through the broken panes and lifted
            itself into a shrug. On a windowsill, an ashtray had sprouted a shrub of cigarette butts. That was the only sign that humans
            had passed through this space. 
         

         
         “What if—”

         
         “Tick-tock, sis.”

         
         Vivi gave in. She was just as curious as Calla. She rotated her phone around the room, following its faint nimbus to investigate.
            The cabinets were empty of everything except an occasional mouse dropping, hardened by time. The drawers held a confusing
            array of silverware, instruction manuals, dirty francs, ink-dry pens. She placed her hands on the walls, as if she could hear
            their silent histories, but nothing came back to her except cool stucco.
         

         
         “I wish we knew what we were looking for,” Vivi said.

         
         “What’d you expect, some neon arrow pointing to a broken floorboard?”

         
         “Shh. Keep your voice down.”

         
         “It’s not here, whatever it is. We’ve combed every inch.”

         
         “Did you search for the bench? It might be around here somewhere.”

         
         “Right. I knew I kept you around for a reason.”

         
         They let themselves out the back door. Clouds moved over the moon, so that all they saw was a hunched shadow near the southwestern edge of the property, just before it fell into a sloped dell that cradled rocks and rainwater. They raced toward it, footsteps tamping the overgrown weeds in rhythm. 

         
         A herd of sisters, Vivi thought to herself.
         

         
         Layers of grime and weather had rendered the carving on the bench illegible, but Calla dug a stick into the grooves and scraped
            away what she could.
         

         
         “‘Après tout ce temps,’” she read aloud. She touched the carving of the sun. “This is it.”

         
         Perhaps over the years, lovers had stolen to this bench to offer their tremulous confessions and proposals, then gone away
            thinking about the quaint hiding spot that no one knew about but them. But Lý had known, Vivi was sure of it.
         

         
         They examined the bench all over, sagging in disappointment over what they couldn’t find. No messages, no trap doors. Of course
            there wouldn’t be anything. Eighty years had passed. Whatever the artist had hidden would have undoubtedly been unrooted or
            destroyed before then.
         

         
         They sat in silence. Calla bit at a corner of her thumb. A storm was brewing in her expression; irate winds crossing her delicate
            features.
         

         
         “Now what?” she demanded.

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         “You always know.”

         
         “But I don’t, not this time.”
         

         
         “We came all this way. What if there’s nothing here? We just give up?” Panic squeezed around Calla’s words, pitching her voice
            an octave higher than usual.
         

         
         “Hold on, I’m thinking.”

         
         And she was, but not just about the offering. Vivi was thinking about the ghostly presence she’d felt in the cottage. The
            way this place seemed to call for her. Her inner knowing was buzzing at her. Telling her to pay attention. But to what?
         

         
         Calla was kicking at the dirt with her gladiator sandal, silly bits of leather tied around her foot. She kept nudging at the ground with the toe of her shoe, swirling it like a drill, boring a quarter-sized hole. With a painful clutch, Vivi recalled Samuel writing about Phoebe burying gems around their Hyde Park brownstone, like a one-person treasure hunt. To the email, he’d attached Phoebe’s drawing of two figural blobs, Vivi and Dr. Dirt respectively, both clutching shovels. Bright gems, rendered in saturated markers, fell around them like technicolor rain. 

         
         Dirt. Hidden treasure. Buried under the endless sun.

         
         Suddenly, Vivi shot up.

         
         “What is it?” Calla asked.

         
         “Stay here. I know what to do.”

         
         She went into the cottage and retrieved the rusted spade. Back at the bench, she pressed the metal tip into the ground and
            began to dig.
         

         
         “You think it’s here?” Calla asked. She knelt next to Vivi, shining the flashlight into the hole. Her pout was giving way
            to a nascent fascination.
         

         
         “Probably not. But we should check.”

         
         Her digging yielded nothing but more dirt. Vivi’s shoulders began to hurt. She thought of how it would only take a few minutes
            to find her way back to her soft bed, to allow the fingers of sleep to draw her close. It was a stupid idea, this rambling
            excavation.
         

         
         Miffed at herself, she began to stand, but as she did, the cloud cover shifted, and she saw a glint of something in the hole.
            Just a small flick of silver, but enough to revive her curiosity. Calla knelt closer with the flashlight.
         

         
         “You see it?” she asked, grasping Vivi’s forearm so hard she left half-moon prints.

         
         “I see it. We should keep going.”

         
         “Let me take a turn.”

         
         Calla took the shovel from Vivi. She began to dig again.

         
         

         Minutes later, the spade hit metal with a triumphant clang. Together, the sisters pried the rectangular object from the dirt and pulled it up onto the bench. It was a box, rusted at the edges, but otherwise smooth and undisturbed. There was no lock, only a latch that gave easily when Calla flicked at it. Vivi’s fingers trembled as she lifted the lid. 

         
         Tightly wedged inside was a thick, leather-bound book with uneven pages, scribbled over and half torn, as if the author couldn’t
            decide what to keep and what to discard. The first page revealed words written in French. It was dated May of 1943, the year
            of K. P. Lý’s disappearance. She recognized the handwriting immediately.
         

         
         
            There are many places where I could begin.

         

         It was a journal. His journal.
         

         
         Vivi bit her lip so hard she tasted the rush of iron in her mouth. There was a creeping sense that the trees were closing
            in; branches clattering, roots lifting, eyelids of bark scraping slowly open. The world unseen turning its gaze on them, the
            interlopers.
         

         
         She bent over the pages, mouthing the words to herself.

         
         
            Even now, decades later, I see the sheen of a rushing river—

         

         “Well? What does it say?” Calla cried. She pulled the journal closer to her.

         
         “Be gentle!” The binding was falling apart, spine caked in grime. Vivi longed to be back in her lab, where she could slide
            the pages under glass and examine the ink, the fibers. Samuel would have been the first person she called. You’ll never believe what I found. And he’d have come running, dropping whatever he was doing, because that’s what Sam did for her, for everyone he loved—
         

         
         “Is it from Lý? You know I can’t read French.”
         

         
         “Yes. Probably. Let me think, Button!”

         
         “Alors!” The shout, gruff and unyielding, came from a short distance beyond them. 

         
         The sisters stilled. They heard the tromping of boots on grass. A grunt of exertion. Something heavy dragged on the ground, thumping as it hit against stones. Vivi flashed to another time in Deer Creek, where the scraping of their father’s boots would announce his arrival, fear darting into the farmhouse like a skittish animal. 

         
         “Qui est-ce?” The voice came nearer, now rich in threat.

         
         Vivi and Calla stood quickly, the journal tucked under Vivi’s arm, Calla’s flashlight pointed toward their shoes. They backed
            away from the bench, trying to fade into the shadows. Vivi’s foot caught on the edge of the metal box, and it made a loud,
            clanging noise. The dragging sound stopped.
         

         
         “Fuck,” she breathed.

         
         Then there was a pop in the air. A rifle fired through the night, a warning shot that scattered the creatures who hid in the
            trees with them. At that moment, Calla dropped the flashlight and everything became dark. The sisters ran.
         

         
         Near the front of the servants’ cottage, Calla’s ankle snagged one of the fence posts. She fell to her knees, chin clattering
            on the wood. By now, they could hear the snapping of dogs somewhere behind them. Vivi caught up to her and tugged her sister
            upright, pushing her the last few inches over the fence. She leapt after her, then dragged Calla the rest of the way, impervious
            to her whimpers of pain.
         

         
         They did not stop until they were back on the terrace of Maison de Notre Rêve, lungs swollen with adrenaline. Vivi stopped
            to look behind her, but no man came through the woods. Was there anyone out there with them, after all, or had she conjured
            him, as she had summoned Lý in the servants’ cottage? Her mind, always her most trusted asset, had become a thicket of unreliable impressions.
         

         
         “Just breathe,” Calla said. Blood was pooled in the curve under her knee, but she reached out to clasp Vivi’s shoulder. “You’re
            okay.”
         

         
         “You heard it too? The shot?”

         
         Calla gave her an odd look. “Of course I did. Americans aren’t the only maniacs chasing each other with guns, I guess.”

         
         “Your chin. You’ll bruise.”

         
         Calla winced, touching the tender spot where it’d hit the fence. “It doesn’t matter. We got what we came for.”

         
         

         They locked the door to the suite. In the dim room, the roses on the wallpaper took on an amorphous quality, organic blobs
            of red and pink. The open window admitted a breeze scented with mist and wild oleander, along with a meaty funk, the terrestrial
            mingled with the sublime.
         

         
         Vivi and Calla sat on the sofa, heads bent over the journal.

         
         “Read it to me,” Calla demanded.

         
         Back at the farmhouse, Calla used to scoot next to Vivi as she read a chapter book, using her pudgy fingers to sound out the
            words on the pages. Boxcar. Twins. Salted limes. Trying, as always, to catch up to her older sister. At first, Vivi had been pleased to be the only reader of the two—she
            finally had access to a space that Calla couldn’t commandeer—but then she saw how every adventure was somehow better with
            Calla. Fuller, more vividly experienced. So Vivi taught Calla to read and, in the process, opened the world to both of them.
            But French was another story. Calla had no knack for languages and quickly forgot what little she’d absorbed in her cursory
            years of it in high school.
         

         
         “Please?” Calla’s voice shook, as if she was afraid Vivi would refuse.

         
         Vivi edged closer, feeling a softening around her baser desire to hoard their find. “Yes. Yes, of course I will.”

         
         At first, Lý’s script was difficult to parse, but with practice, it became easier for Vivi to decipher his sentences. With each moment
            of translation, the synapse between mind and meaning tightened into a sturdy bridge until Vivi’s shaky words became more certain.
            Until effort became excitement and trepidation and breathless wonder. Together, the sisters relived the story of an artist
            who’d managed, until now, to hide a love story under a forgotten bench halfway around the world. 
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         
            May 11, 1943

            There are many places where I could begin. Even now, decades later, I see the sheen of a rushing river and a dark gloss wavering
               across a child’s head. I grasp for both as if they were in front of me. In my studio, I paint to capture the scales of a gutted
               fish on a cutting block, glittering like diamond shards. Most of all, I am haunted by the memory of her lips, red rosebuds
               reflected in the glass as she read to me.
            

            There is logic to all these scattered memories, I know. They will come together into a narrative that transcends my failures
               of imagination. I only need to write what I know. Who am I writing for? Why am I writing? Here at the end, reasons feel incidental.
               I simply record because I must. 
            

            But I suppose I will start with her, because it was she who brought me back to myself.

            I met Justine seven years ago, in the spring of 1936. The flamingos had begun flocking back to the ponds. From a distance,
               they looked like the dried shrimp floating in my mother’s winter melon soup, the same ones my sister picked out and dumped
               into my bowl, because I liked them and she did not. Little Ngọc—what an injustice I have done to the only person who’d loved me without motive or expectation. But no, I must stay on task.
            

            Near the shoreline of the Rhône, the birds were larger than expected. They flourished their pink-tipped wings, as if they’d
               swiped my palette. If I were younger, I’d have run to them with open arms, the way we did as children. As an artist, I studied
               them, wishing I could capture the jubilance of their flight.
            

            Birds, what have they to do with anything? I’m only trying to capture it all before it fades. My mind goes where it wants,
               herded by caprice rather than sense.
            

            That May of 1936, I walked from the station in Arles, thinking of Emil, my friend and agent. Before he deposited me at the train in Paris, he’d drunk most of my Cassis and eaten my carefully guarded sardines. “While you are away, I will use your apartment as my personal larder,” he joked. I did not find it funny, and then he poked at my stinginess. He thought I was too serious; I thought he was cavalier about everything that mattered. We bickered like a tired old couple whose allegiances were firm enough to bear the weight of quarrels large and small. 

            I forgave him everything, of course. His camaraderie, blunt as it was, was one I’d never found elsewhere. Our relationship
               had always been complex, motivated by commerce as well as our mutual alienation as citizens of a cold world, yet I never doubted
               that he cared for me for myself too. He alone has kept my secrets with staunch fidelity.
            

            Before he left me at the Gare de Lyon, he said, “JuJu will seem worldly to you. She has the trappings of wealth and poise. But she is also fragile.”
            

            “I have no intention of taking advantage of your sister.”

            He shook his head. “No, no, I don’t mean that, my friend. Only that—well, she possesses a passion that can be difficult on
               sensitive beings. It becomes a web, trapping the source of her affections.”
            

            “I don’t plan on burdening her with my presence.”

            “You won’t be able to help it. She will sweep you up like a storm. That is the kind of woman she is.”

            I wasn’t interested in their sibling tensions. They brought about thoughts of my own Ngọc, who felt more distant from me with each passing year.
            

            Finally, I said, “I’ll take care, Emil. I’m grateful to you both.”

            And I was. I knew I would die of a slow and ugly rot if I stayed in that mouse-infested apartment, breathing in the fug and dissolution of that damned city. Chased by my equally damned past. There was poverty of the pocketbook—I could manage that, poverty was habit now—and then, there was penury of the soul. Truth be told, a part of me itched for the freedom Arles would provide. I was a country child and I would always seek the unattended sovereignty of an open sky. 

            In the Camargue, it was a windy day for walking. Justine had offered to send a car, but I wanted to survey the town on foot.
               I saw fishermen casting their nets along the rocks with reckless energy, and the sight reminded me of my father on the banks
               of the Mekong, reeling as if he were embattled with the delta. These years later, I still pale under the imagined heat of
               his glare. In me, he’d seen his deepest fears realized: a child who tainted the godliness of the family. I often wonder if
               the bigger curse is to know one’s forebears completely, with unflinching exactitude, or to never know them at all.
            

            My sister, hopeful little soul, offered panaceas to his fury: We’ll run away together. I’ll sing in the opera house; you’ll exhibit in the museums. Everyone will know our names.

            The irony.

            By the summer of ’36, I’d lived in France for almost two decades, more than half my life. I could not go back to Việt Nam, nor could I find it in my heart to make a home among foreign tongues and faces that did not know mine. I was more than
               an island. I was a feather that could only land by the grace of the wind, no more in control of my fate than a child. And
               it seemed my fate had led me to Arles.
            

            As I pushed open the gate of Maison de Notre Rêve, Justine ran down the drive with unfeminine velocity, gusts stirring her
               skirts and prying her hair from its pins. Unbidden, I thought of a stream of light flashing into a prison cell, illuminating
               even the most miserable corners.
            

            I was not, of course, the first to become arrested by her beauty—those auburn curls that brushed her face with the unconscious
               shapeliness of a fern, the wide, intelligent green eyes, and that laughing mouth. You never felt as if she were laughing at
               you; a person could be in on the joke with Justine.
            

            I shook the dumbfounded expression from my face and greeted her solemnly. Despite Emil’s descriptions of his sister, I expected her to resemble the society women I’d seen in Paris with their pinched faces and cutting manners. 

            “Good morning, Madame Allard.”

            “Please. Justine.”

            I sensed her taking in my hair, the travel-dusted suit that was too large and too formal on me. I’d worn my armor so long
               that it had welded onto my body, revealing nothing except reflective apathy. There was no judgment in her gaze, only friendly
               speculation. I wondered how much Emil had told her about me.
            

            “Justine.” I’d starched my voice with formality. “I am—”

            “I know who you are, my dear.”

            Those words were an immeasurable comfort. I read under them a kindred empathy that made my heartbeat falter. To be known!

            “Let me walk you to the cottage,” she went on. “And we will learn more about each other.”

            She and Marcel were new to Arles, having recently moved from Lyon. Though she missed her friends, the Camargue seduced her entirely with its beauty. Marcel was in imports, she told me,
               and he was devoted to his work above all else. They’d been married almost four years without children; this fact did not seem
               to perturb her, as it might have other women in her position. She’d named their estate—House of Our Dreams—with hope. In her
               curt laugh, I understood that the naming was at least partially facetious to her. I did not pry, at least not yet.
            

            I’d never met anyone so easy to converse with, aside from Emil, if you can call his haphazard confessions a kind of conversation.
               I found myself telling her unexpected things about my childhood and my ambitions—not everything, of course. Some demons needed
               to be kept at bay. She gleaned the substance of my revelations though; that I was alone in the most essential of ways.
            

            Instead of pitying me, she reached for a solution. She invited me to accompany her to the market. Made plans to go down to the river to fish and swim. She brimmed with ideas to reawaken my inspiration. My work—or lack thereof—was treated with respect, but she did not dance around it. That made it easy for me to confide in her. 

            “I don’t know that I will ever paint again,” I said.

            “I’m not an artist,” she said, “but I grew up around farms all my life. I can’t help but think that fallow moments are but
               a prelude to ones of industry.”
            

            I snuck glances at her as we walked. The sun kissed the tip of her nose. She smelled like tuberose and mint and some ineffable,
               sweet grassiness that teased my senses. Despite everything I knew I should do, I drew closer to her, in spirit if not body.
            

            I would not say this anywhere but here, but what is a journal if not a glass room, a place for bald meditation?

            I wanted her from the start.

            As we approached the cottage, she took my hand in hers. “I don’t have many friends in Arles yet and I know you will be busy,
               but will you visit with me sometimes?”
            

            Did I think of Emil’s cautionary words? Perhaps, fleetingly. But did I mind them? Not for a second.

            She leaned over and pressed her lips—dry, cool—to my overheated cheek. It was all I could do not to cry in relief. We made
               plans to walk for the following day.
            

            Later, alone in my bed in the cottage, studying the willowy stretch of shadows on the ceiling, I could only think of how Fate
               circles like a butterfly, so innocently yet decisively. Against all odds, it had landed in my hands, bringing with it a woman
               as vital and enticing as the flourishing wetlands to which I’d traveled.
            

             

            May 12, 1943

            I’m writing in the first moments of dawn, when the world is still wrapped in dreams. From my window, I watch the circling of the peregrines, those sleek and canny predators. They’ve built nests around the archways of the town. I see them tackling lesser birds, beaks wet with the viscera of their prey. The metaphor is too stark, even for my artistic tastes. So many have evacuated this adopted country of mine, chased by the persecution of an evil that breathes its foul breath down the neck of humanity. But I stay, I hide from the clomping of boots and the bellicose thud of rifles on cobblestone. Why this torture, this inexcusable danger? I tell myself I am not done with France. I am not done with her.
            

            During that spring of 1936, my friendship with Justine blossomed under the golden sunlight. As the clement days gave way to
               the roar of summer, we saw each other more often, rarely going a day without meeting in the parlor of Maison de Notre Rêve
               or in the cottage.
            

            Justine seemed utterly callous to class divisions; she immediately saw me as an equal, which was no small thing. Together,
               we adventured across the city and beyond, often biking through the valley as a windswept duo, scattering laughter and songs
               in our wake. She had a way of muffling the terrible voices, a feat that no one had accomplished since Ngọc. I no longer wanted to race toward destruction. Why should I, when life had become an embrace, rather than a shove, a violence
               to be borne?
            

            Under Justine’s insistence, I extended my stay at Maison de Notre Rêve past the original two weeks. Months went by, and we
               did not talk again about me leaving. The truth was: I would not have been able to bear parting. I held my breath, like a child
               begging for a lofty boon. Still, supplicant that I was, I could not help wanting more.
            

            I remember the first time we expressed our affection openly.

            We’d spent a soggy afternoon exploring the grounds. Tired, we flopped into the barn behind the house. Hay stuck out from Justine’s
               curls, giving her the appearance of a scarecrow, but no dishevelment could mar her.
            

            In the loft of the barn, we found a litter of mewing kittens, tiny maws working to find succor. They were each so wily and round and dear, bouncing like orange dervishes around their exhausted mama. Justine named them after French monarchs. Louis and Philip and Eleanor and silly, fat Clovis. I called Justine the La Reine Chaton, the Kitten Queen, because she seemed the most incorrigible of them all. 

            “Well then,” she said, dimpling. “If I’m to be a cat, you will be my wild horse. Independent, fierce. Impossible to tame.
               My Cheval Sauvage.”
            

            I’d never loved a name so much, nor wanted to live up to one more. Wildness felt possible again. After I left my hometown,
               I existed as if boxed in by steel walls that followed me wherever I went, a permanent prison of guilt and terror and doubt.
               Now I’d been released. Justine was the one who unlocked the door and led me into the sunshine. 
            

            Which is all to say that in a very short time, we became everything to each other. How could we help it? The world had conspired
               to weave its gossamer strands of feeling around us, tightening so imperceptibly that we did not know what was happening until
               it was too late.
            

            I will stop here. From tiredness, yes—my body, that insufficient vessel—but also because I wish to prolong the story. For
               a few more moments, I’ll allow myself to linger in the memory of a summer of stolen joy. The falcons will have to wait.
            

             

            May 13, 1943

            One day in the first weeks of June, the Chaton and I decided to take a day trip to the aqueduct in Barbegal. I’d never seen
               it, and she insisted that the structure was a feat of Roman engineering. She was curious about all things architectural—an
               extension of her enthusiasm for art, I suppose. The aqueduct sounded tiresome to me, but I would go anywhere with her.
            

            Allard was still away in Germany—increasingly, she told me, his business took him there—and his prolonged absence left us giddy as children dismissed from the gloom of their nursery. We were prone to misbehavior of the mildest sort. Harmless pranks on the dowdy-faced priest who regarded me with suspicion; stolen snacks from her very own larder. 

            She reminded me of my sister, who saw hilarity in even the most banal circumstance. Some people are born darlings of the universe,
               and the rest of us can only watch them as satellites apart, jealous and admiring.
            

            Before we left for the aqueduct, the Chaton gave me a translation of Nightwood, a new novel by a female writer that was all the rage overseas. There was a particular heat in her expression as she made
               me promise to read it. Though I didn’t often turn to books for diversion, I agreed—for her. I could tell she disdained those
               who failed to see the value in reading, so, as usual, I committed myself to becoming worthy of her.
            

            She pressed her lips to the front cover, as a kind of benediction. I knew the book would become my prized possession, if only
               because it bore the ghost of her kiss.
            

            When we arrived at the stone complex, she twirled under the great arches. The ground was rough, but her feet caroused with
               the blithe grace of a dancer. She held her hand out to me and I joined her.
            

            “It’s as if we’re priestesses at moonlight, conducting an ancient ritual,” she said.

            Her expression was one of complete radiance. My longing had grown great, but I was powerless to act on it. She was married.
               And we could never be anything but friends. I shoved my need for her—exigent, fierce—aside.
            

            “A ritual for rain?” I gave her a rare smile. It was for her that I hoarded my joy.

            She stepped closer. “A ritual for love.”

            The shock of her nearness ran through my body. I didn’t dare breathe. She leaned her forehead on mine.

            We’d touched many times, as friends walking together, our fingers grazing when I poured her coffee, our knees knocking under
               the table. But this touch was not incidental, and the weight of that realization rested between us. Our mouths lay inches
               apart.
            

            I was the one who pulled away. When one becomes accustomed to thwarted desire, one balks at the threat of false hope. She
               tilted her head, a question in her gaze. The next moment, I heard a loud rumble. Thunder? No. There was a flash of gray behind
               her left shoulder, hooves pounding through the dust nearby.
            

            “Look,” I cried, hands on her arms, pivoting her so she could see. “The Camargue horses!”

            There were two, galloping side by side, their legs gliding effortlessly across the rocky terrain, manes shot with sunlight.
               They loped in loose circles around each other, small and free. I was reminded of Muybridge’s locomotion photography, how stillness
               and movement can be immortalized all at once.
            

            “How apt. More chevals sauvage.” She smiled, winding an arm around my waist.

            I knew at that moment that I wanted to paint the Chaton riding on a Camargue horse, her hair unpinned, the shapely arches
               of her feet dangling from its flank. Bare skin, silken and pink, rubbing against the bristle of the horsehair. Nothing had
               stirred my painterly eroticism so much, before or since that image. I blushed hotly.
            

            That was when I saw the truth—I wanted to paint no one but her. My creatures, my monsters, were nothing compared to this woman.
               Justine would be my muse, even if no one knew. Especially not her.
            

            “What’s wrong?” the Chaton asked, observing my agitation.

            “Nothing, nothing. The heat. Look, there are no riders.”

            “They’ve broken away from the herd.”

            “I hope they are never found then. They seem so happy on their own.”

            “I envy them. They never have to pretend to be anything they aren’t.”

            A teardrop fell onto her cheek. Despite myself, I reached a hand over and whisked it away with my thumb. God forgive me but
               I loved her more in her despair. Her sadness created an anteroom of the heart, a velveteen umbra where we could be shielded
               from prying eyes.
            

            Among the wild horses and my own desire, I could convince myself that no one would find us.

            I kissed the drying streak.

            Then I kissed her.

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 12

         
         Vivi paused, feeling as if she hadn’t breathed in hours. Her throat was raw, her eyelids held open by little more than will.
            She closed the pages and held the journal to her chest.
         

         
         “That’s it?” Calla asked.

         
         “No. There’s more. But I need a break.”

         
         Vivi hadn’t expected to be so moved by the artist’s entries. The emotional echo drummed in her ears with a familiarity she
            didn’t understand. As she read, she’d become Lý; saw the swoop of falcons, the tumble of grass around the estate, the celestial fire of Justine’s curls. Justine Allard could
            have been the second woman in Blue Mirror. The descriptions matched. But then, who was the other woman, the muse? When did she come into the story? Perhaps she was
            Ngọc, the sister Lý had written about. Maybe Lý wanted to paint the two women he loved most. 
         

         
         “We were right,” Calla said. She reached over and stroked the binding of the journal.
         

         
         “You were.” Vivi didn’t begrudge giving Calla credit where it was due. “I don’t know that I really ever believed until we
            found the box under the bench.”
         

         
         “Maybe I didn’t either. But now we know. Lý lived here. He walked the same ground we did. Breathed the same air.”
         

         
         “For a summer.”

         
         “Maybe longer. They could have had an entire life at the Maison de Notre Rêve.”

         
         Calla was laying on her belly, her ankles crossed as she listened, tracing shapes onto the comforter of the bed. Hearts and
            stars and lips that gaped with feeling. Despite it all, Calla had remained a romantic. She might not have believed in marriage
            anymore, but she believed in love. That streak of idealism, dim as it was, could not be fully extinguished. She set her head
            on her hands and closed her eyes.
         

         
         “He loved her,” Vivi conceded. “Completely.”

         
         “And she felt the same way, I just know it. I wish I could hear it straight from his lips. Don’t you just feel so—justified—in
            all of it? None of this would have happened if you hadn’t noticed the overpainting.”
         

         
         “Or if you hadn’t broken into Dad’s shed.”

         
         “Speaking of Dad.” Calla lifted her head. “I remembered the story he told me about his grandmother. Her name was Tâm.”
         

         
         “What made you think of it?”

         
         Calla sketched a shape into the comforter again. “All those goofy hearts you keep drawing in the steamed glass. ‘Tâm’ means ‘heart,’ doesn’t it?”
         

         
         “It does, yeah,” Vivi said, a flint of surprise lighting the underside of her words.

         
         “I remember more than you think I do,” Calla said, defensively now. “I’ll tell you the story sometime. Gruesome drowning situation.
            We should get to sleep.”
         

         
         Vivi opened the journal and began paging through it. Lý’s words continued to draw her back. She’d felt this same pull in her lab when she encountered some degradation she knew how
            to fix or recognized the distinctive brushstroke of an artist on an unsigned painting. Even though it was late, much too late,
            to do anything about Lý’s story, she was locked into it, as much a participant as a witness, her hands mud-deep in the mystery.
         

         
         “Oh, call it quits, Bee.” Calla yawned, then headed toward her room. “I don’t think I’d be able to concentrate on one more
            word tonight.”
         

         
         “You get some sleep. I’ll let you know if I come across anything else.”

         
         “Don’t read further without me.”

         
         “I won’t.”

         
         Within minutes, Calla’s low snores began to hum across the suite. A thought continued to nudge inside Vivi’s brain, growing
            more insistent with each passing moment. That rolling sensation of revelation surrounded and eluded her, like a bank of fog
            she couldn’t clutch. She reread each entry, more slowly this time, still unsure of what she was looking for.
         

         
         Then, all at once, her mind, a step behind her roving eyes, snagged on a sentence. A word.

         
         It’s as if we’re priestesses at moonlight—

         
         Priestesses.

         
         Not one woman twirling in the aqueducts, but two.

         
         Vivi dropped the journal softly onto her lap.

         
         That was when it made perfect sense. The swift intimacy between Lý and Justine, their frequent physical touches and public meetings that would have been inappropriate for a single man and
            a married woman. Those affectionate nicknames that felt like those schoolgirls might give one another. Most of all, the allusion
            of secrets that Emil Blanc had kept for his friend.
         

         
         Lý was a woman. She was her own muse.
         

         
         Every ion of Vivi’s body jumped in vindication. Of course, she thought. Of course Lý was a woman.
         

         
         Vivi drew from her scholarship to complete the picture. In the mid-1920s, André Breton had been both founder and kingpin of
            the Surrealist movement. While he spoke about liberation for women, his practices often revealed a darker and more complicated
            attitude toward the female role in art and in the home. In his second manifesto, published only a handful of years before
            Lý fled from Paris, Breton had written of “the problem of woman.” Additionally, Breton had been vocal about his intolerance
            of homosexuality and his wary tolerance of women. One was a freakish anomaly, while the other had to earn her place in the
            realm of Surrealism. And he wasn’t alone.
         

         
         Some men of the movement regarded women as muses or sexual objects, meant for brutality or worship, but never personhood. Precious few were inducted into the pearly gates—Leonora Carrington, Meret Oppenheim, Dorothea Tanning, Leonor Fini—and many gained their success only after Breton’s influence waned. Some, rebuffed by their secondary status, declined the Surrealist label altogether, despite participating in exhibitions and associating with the group. 

         
         What insurmountable obstacles must have awaited Lý as a lesbian and an immigrant, an artist who could never be truly accepted by her contemporaries, especially in the riotous
            decade of postwar Europe.
         

         
         And Blue Mirror. Vivi pulled up the image and scrutinized it, finding new meaning in each brushstroke, each careful application of color.
            The women weren’t twins or sisters, as many thought, or even doppelgängers, but lovers hiding behind the same overpainted
            face. Maybe the painting had been a way to immortalize their doomed story. Because it must be doomed, right? There was no
            avenue for a happy ending, not for a married woman and a poor artist in hiding.
         

         
         Vivi ached for them, the Chaton and the Cheval Sauvage, two souls leashed by the conventions of their time. It was an old
            story, but it felt new and sharp and heartbreaking to her.
         

         
         With these thoughts came more questions. How did things fall apart between the women? Why had Lý hidden the journal beneath the bench, of all places? Was the “offering” mentioned in Lý’s letter meant for Justine, his beloved—was it this very journal? Somehow, the more Vivi understood, the more that explanation
            rang as false. Lý’s letter had been written in Vietnamese, drafted in a tone that suggested a deeper relationship, maybe, than romantic love.
            I died so you could live.
         

         
         And, the question that Vivi least understood: how could the artist’s letter possibly have made its way from France to her
            father’s hands in Deer Creek? Every discovery was another step in a labyrinth. The closer you came to the interior, the less
            certain you were of ever emerging again. A part of Vivi wanted to stay lost. She was enthralled by Lý and Justine’s love story, afraid of what might await her at its end.
         

         
         She tried to shut the journal, but each time, her hands returned to the pages, her gaze latched onto the handwriting. She
            couldn’t stop now. Not when she was so close to understanding.
         

         
         After a glance at Calla through the doorway, sprawled on the bed with her face now planted in a pillow, Vivi made her decision.
            She’d take a leaf from Calla’s book: better to ask for forgiveness than permission.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         
            May 15, 1943

            In July, we named the cottage. We were in my bed—too small for the two of us, but we never could get close enough. The Chaton
               had begun paging through Nightwood with her delicate fingertips. I longed to take them in my mouth, as I had only moments before, sucking the salt off each
               one, the way I used to pry marrow from a beef bone. I could not get enough of her skin, the revelatory softness of her hips,
               those endless hills of cream. I’d tasted everything, but I was ravenous for more.
            

            Had anyone ever loved like this? I would not believe it.

            She read aloud a passage that I’d underlined. “‘A man is another person—a woman is yourself, caught as you turn in panic;
               on her mouth you kiss your own.’”
            

            She punctuated the quote with a kiss that I eagerly returned. For the next few minutes, we forgot about Djuna Barnes.

            Later, she said, “You are nothing like him, my love.”

            Even as my heart sang to hear her say it, I bristled at the comparison. I’d have rather Marcel not existed at all. I never
               asked about him, but what a fool to think that a married woman shouldn’t be intimate with her own husband. But they did not
               love as we did. It was inconceivable.
            

            She went on. “There is something familiar about you.”

            I felt it too. Every moment with her brought inexpressible comfort, along with the electric tug of desire. Whatever comforts
               I’d experienced in my life were nothing compared to the rightness of being in her presence.
            

            She propped the book on her bare breasts and repeated dreamily, “‘A woman is yourself.’”

            “A mirror,” I said, gesturing to the antique floor mirror propped against my bedroom wall, through which I saw our nakedness, the spool of her unbound hair woven with mine. 

            My mind went to Narcissus at his pond, but it wasn’t an apt comparison. Justine wasn’t just my mirror, reflecting a flat,
               sanitized version of me. She was my other half. She didn’t reflect; she revealed.
            

            Just then, I knew what I would paint next.

            “The Château des Miroirs,” she mused. “That’s what we’ll call the cottage. Your home.”

            It was not a château, of course, only a dressed-up hovel at best, but that was the charm. A cottage could become a castle
               in the mind of any lovestruck couple. In all the essential ways, we were no different from so many of the youths stealing
               into shadowy corners to consummate the truth that their souls already understood. If there was an element of danger to our
               love, we ignored it, even as we understood that there would be a reckoning. There always was for women.
            

            I licked a drop of sweat off the ridge of her clavicle. “I’ll always think of this as our home.”

            Without discussing it, we knew I would stay for as long as the situation would bear. But how long was that? Marcel would be
               returning at the end of the summer. Already, I began to attend to the signs of him that littered Maison de Notre Rêve: his
               fat rows of cigars; fastidious coats that needed constant brushing; the rifles proudly displayed in his study and polished
               with exquisite care by the maids every fortnight.
            

            Once, the Chaton let me into that study to look at a Turner landscape she’d purchased for him—he loved the English Romantics,
               which felt like a departure from what I’d gleaned about his tastes—but I could only fixate on the silver rods of violence,
               hung with regal ceremony above his desk. 
            

            “My husband is a hunter,” the Chaton had explained, unnecessarily.

            “How nice for him.” Guns would always remind me of soldiers, which reminded me of other, more tenebrous things. 

            “He enjoys dominance. Even the smallest creatures are worthy of a chase.”

            “A bully?”

            “He would say that he is a patriarch. A man of consequence. His father is the same. They drink from an ancient cask handed
               down by the Allard men. A poisoned one.”
            

            She made a noise of mirthless laughter.

            “Justine?” I only used her name when I was being serious.

            “No—we won’t speak of him anymore.” She pressed her lips in a decisive manner. “He does not belong here in this summer, not
               with us.”
            

            I was an interloper in his house—his marriage—and yet, I experienced the prospect of Marcel’s intrusion as a blunt force.
               My guilt did not announce itself subtly. On its heels, the snapping jaws of resentment. Desolation. The triumvirate of a miserable
               heart. I moved my gaze from Marcel’s rifles onto the surface of the Turner, replacing one turbulence with another.
            

            While the Chaton’s husband was away, we pretended. She brought me coffee and wine as I worked feverishly, inspired by our
               lovemaking and conversation. I completed my commission for her—Moonbathers, a blue dream lifted from the spread of land around Maison de Notre Rêve. Justine was not silent in any of her opinions; she
               let me know when a line wasn’t true or when a color jarred. Even Emil never went so far as to comment on my works in progress.
               But I liked her forthrightness. It tore down another door between us, so all that was left were the ones imposed by others.
            

            On rainy days, she read books in her robe, the planes of her body rippling under the silken fabric. I often asked her to model
               for me, but she refused. She did not want to be immortalized, she insisted. She was no Saskia to my Rembrandt.
            

            “And I am not young,” she told me sadly. “Older than you by years.”

            “Not so many.”

            “After all this time, I am another withering body.”

            But I had seen every inch—touched every inch—and I longed to reassure her that no muse had ever been more cherished or flawless
               in her lover’s eyes.
            

            I said, “After all this time, yours is the only body I wish to hold.”

            “You’ve been reading too much poetry.” But she was smiling.

            “Love makes one foolish. And greedy.”

            “Be that as it may: your memory will have to be enough, my insatiable Cheval Sauvage.”

            It wasn’t. I could summon her on a canvas at will, and I did, unable to resist the lure of seeing her come into being under
               the swipe of my brush, the wring of my imagination. Wretched and glorious alchemy. We artists are often more ego than empathy,
               willing to sacrifice everything we have for the promise of greatness.
            

            I should have stayed inside that moment. Or maybe, if I’d been a different woman, I would have left before he came to shatter
               our peace. I’d have prized my memory of Arles and the Chaton, for it was: a temporary reprieve from a life ill-lived.
            

            But I was not sensible, and I did neither of those things.

            I cannot write more tonight. My pen is heavy with regret. I’m filled, as ever, with the knowledge that my memory is nowhere
               near enough when it comes to her.
            

             

            May 16, 1943

            The clear and rosy dawns of August. Flickering leaves, through which I spied vulpine streaks of red foxes chasing their prey. A chill creeping under the cottage door. On one such morning, the Chaton burst into our château with such excitement that I dropped my brush, upsetting my jar of soiled water onto the floor. I was working on an oceanic landscape, not my secret painting, thankfully. She paused to survey what I’d done, head tilted in contemplation. I loved seeing her like that—still, intelligent. Fixed on my art. 

            “The colors seem thin,” she said at last. She was right. “But the movement is sincere. You are always painting water in some
               shape or form, did you know that? Water that is also fear.”
            

            I wanted to tell her. But I was afraid that our love could not bear my confession.

            Already, each moment drifted into the next in a peculiar lamenting rhythm, a dirge that only I could hear.

            Just that week, Marcel had sent word that he would return to Maison de Notre Rêve at the end of the month, around the time
               when the sauniers would begin to pull salt cakes from the marshes of the Rhône. I wanted to go back to Paris before he arrived,
               but Chaton wished me to see the harvest. The Allards were planning to host a fête for the occasion. Many of their friends
               and family would be coming in for it, including Emil.
            

            Chaton and Emi promised that there would be wealthy collectors who might commission work from me. Such work might get me through
               the year in Paris and—who knew?—perhaps I could come back to the Château des Miroirs in time. Marcel traveled often for business,
               Chaton reminded me. There could be more summers such as this, illicit but sublime. That thought alone made me acquiesce, albeit
               doubtfully.
            

            At the cottage, my Chaton drew me to the table. Sweeping aside the breakfast crumbs, she laid out a curled piece of paper.
               It was a drawing of a stone bench; nothing unusual about it. I prepared to smile. Chaton knew I didn’t care about the embellishments
               she undertook on Maison de Notre Rêve. The excess of her lifestyle would never cease to bemuse.
            

            But then I saw what was written across the face of the bench.

            “After all this time,” I read. I swallowed, overcome.

            “You have given me such a gift”—she referred to Moonbathers, now displayed in her dressing room—“that I wondered how to possibly repay you.”
            

            “This cottage, your company, this impossible summer—gifts enough.”

            “Every woman needs a tangible marker of their lives. Let me do this for you, my darling. And after the bench is installed,
               we will sit on it and dream together. Then when you go back to your glamorous Parisian salons, I will sit alone and think
               of how cruel you were to abandon me.” She smiled teasingly. I tried not to dwell on the bleakness that awaited me after Arles.
               “So really, it’s a gift for me.”
            

            The bench was not just a bench. We had never spoken directly of our future, uncertain though it may be, but it was there,
               in that drawing, in those words. A bench would last through the storms and bird shit and any unforeseen wars that would tear
               through Arles.
            

            It was then that I resolved Justine should know everything. Our love would not be a veiled sort of compromise.

            I began, “I want to tell you—”

            The words grappled their way back down my throat. I’d hidden myself for so long that I no longer knew how to stand in the
               light.
            

            “What is it? Don’t you like the bench?”

            “How could I not?”

            “Then what?”

            “Oh, Justine. How can I say it?”

            She pressed her lips to the summit of the cheekbone below my left eye. It was her favorite spot, where a star-shaped freckle
               rested. My mother had tried to scrub it away with soaps and ointments when I was a child, but Justine cherished my mark. She
               called it her kissing star. “You can say what you want, because I already know all that is essential about you.”
            

            Constancy, that most beautiful and essential lie between lovers.

            I pulled her onto my bed and swept her curls from her face. I rubbed my fingers on her pointed chin, the feature she most hated, but I worshipped. Would that I could have frozen us in ice, forever trapped in the moment like one of the statues she’d ordered for the fête. 

            Instead, with halting pauses and fumbled words, I told my story. It began with my true name. Then, it ended with my death.

            Mine was a broken confession, one unworthy of documenting as it happened, but I can recall it better now, without her piercing
               gaze on me, those dear lips struggling to form words in response to all I revealed.
            

            In short—

             

            May 17, 1943

            I was sixteen when I met the man who did not like to hear the word no. He was a French soldier with eyes the color of a peacock feather and cold, knifing lips that spat like wads of tobacco.
               He saw something he liked in me; or maybe he saw something he hated and wanted to destroy. At that age, I knew nothing of
               men and the perils of rejection. I ignored his advances. All I wanted was to draw and be alone, away from my sister’s curious
               eyes and the chatter of our neighbors. The soldier watched and bided his time.
            

            Soon enough, there was a shed with a locked door that could not be pried open. A clammy hand held over my mouth. Splintered
               wood on my back and a shuddering aloneness that would follow me until the day I met the Chaton.
            

            After, the soldier tore open the door to the shed. His silhouette was a black flame in the penumbra cast by the sudden light.
               He threw a stack of money at me. Bills fluttered around my crown like the wings of an oriole, confusing me. How had he determined
               my price?
            

            And yet, after he left, I gathered those bills and placed them in my torn waistband. I walked home with a dull static in my ears, feeling as if I’d been cut out of the fabric of life. Where I once existed, there was a slovenly rip, a dark breach. 

            Almost ten months after the shed, there was a baby. I named him Huy, after the sunlight that broke through a haze of clouds
               at the exact moment he was born. I named him for hope.
            

            My father had been furious when he discovered my predicament; my mother silent and unsympathetic. I was fortunate they did
               not turn me onto the street, as many might have. Nevertheless, they blamed me for my carelessness. Good girls, they said,
               did not find themselves in such situations.
            

            I was never good, but I did not deserve what I got. No one ever did.

            Ngọc, then only thirteen, had been flustered by the sudden storminess in our household. She understood when I began showing signs,
               yet never once did she turn from me.
            

            She’d lean her head against mine and say, “We’ll raise him together. He will be our most beloved boy.”

            She was so sure he would be a boy, even before he quickened.

            I asked, “And your dreams of singing at the opera?”

            “We can manage. We have all the time in the world.”

            Thirteen and foolish, enviable in her boundless optimism.

            When Huy was born, I could not stop marveling at the sight of my beautiful boy of the wide peacock eyes, the clear forehead,
               the bellowing cries. The soldier who did not like to hear the word no had been transferred back to France, unburdened by conscience or repercussion. His fate was not mine. I buried his filthy
               money in an urn I kept in the bedroom I shared with my son and my sister.
            

            For a matter of weeks, I was happy. Or, if not happy, I’d found some measure of temporary peace.

            But as my baby grew stronger, so did the toxic sap that had begun to coat my mind. It made me see things that weren’t there. Fear beat in my veins every time I looked at Huy. During our sleepless nights, I thought I saw in his expression the malignancy of his father. It was all I could do not to snatch him from his hammock— 

            But Ngọc adored him and looked after him like a doll, kissing his brow, showering upon him all the affection I could not. I tried
               not to resent my sister for so easily accessing the closeness that eluded me. My son grew robust under her nurturing. He laughed
               for the first time in her presence. When he cried out, it was for her. Even at her young age, she was more of a mother than
               I could ever be.
            

            Once, as I bathed Huy, I allowed my boy to slip, ever so slightly, ever so slowly, into the water, until it seeped up to the
               edge of his nostrils and he let out an angry cry that burbled in the basin. I remember that his breath created round and pearly
               soap bubbles. I imagined what it might be like for him not to exist. My dreams, it seemed, had died at his conception.
            

            Not a second later, I pulled him out of the basin, thumping his back to release the water.

            Ngọc heard his cries and hurried in, taking him from my arms. She spoke into his ear with an intimacy that squeezed my heart,
               “Sweet baby. Auntie will never let anything happen to you.”
            

            I watched Huy smile up at her, tentatively at first, then with instinctive trust. A blinding purity shone between the two
               of them. I thought of how I hadn’t been moved to give him even the fleeting comfort of my reassurance. Some people, like my
               sister, were meant to be parents; to guide children into adulthood with tenacity and wisdom. Others found parenthood to be
               no less than a living nightmare, a curse of relentless duty, one all the more potent because they had to pretend that it was
               a blessing.
            

            I did not harm my son in any lasting way, but after the incident at the bath, I knew I had no future in my childhood home.
               My baby had no future with me. Until Ngọc married and began her own family, she would love Huy as her own. (What selfishness to shoulder her with such a responsibility! Shame finds terrible ways to escape itself.) Even my parents, so distant and unaffectionate, would muster the familial loyalty to care for Huy better than me, with my demonic cargo of emotion. In time, I hoped our neighbors would forget me, and perhaps he would have a chance at normalcy. 

            My absence would be the most profound gift of his life. This is what I told myself.

            A few days later, I kissed my son on his forehead and left him in his hammock. I thought he was sleeping, but when I looked
               back, his eyes were fixed on me. He was silent and baleful.
            

            Before I left, I stuffed my pockets with half of the soldier’s money from the urn. I left the remainder for my family. They
               were at temple, crouched in obeisance before those heartless gods I’d ceased to depend on. I pictured them finding Huy when
               they returned. Ngọc would hold him close, shaking with pity and anger. She’d wonder what kind of monster left her child behind.
            

            She’d be right. I knew myself to be a monster. That’s what society told me I was. Maybe that is why I can’t stop painting
               them. They are me, I am them. In the end, my sister’s hatred was a consequence I would bear. I believed I had no choice.
            

            To my son, I said, “Live in the light.”

            I didn’t look back once at the house by the ravine. At the river, I removed my clothes. I rested them, along with my jewelry,
               on the bank. I left a brief letter. And the part of me that was a mother, a child of the delta, a girl pressed against the
               wall of a shed—that part died.
            

            The rest of me, what little was left, took a pair of scissors I’d slipped into my pocket and clipped my hair to my nape. I
               shaped the style as best as I could in the reflection in the river. I wore the men’s clothes I’d taken from my father and
               hid away by the bank. I bound my breasts, small as they were, with lengths of cut-up rags and rubbed dirt on my face and limbs.
            

            No one, not even me, could find any traces of Tâm lingering in the face I turned toward the world. At first, I disguised myself because I didn’t want anyone from my old life to find me. But why did I keep hiding, all those years later? Perhaps I was afraid of what I might discover once I stripped the disguise. Perhaps I understood that the path of a man would be smoother than that of a woman. But I was never a man; I was always a woman with a woman’s aching heart. A pretender. 

            After I left my hometown, I walked until I found the nearest train station. In Hanoi, I found work cleaning for hotels and
               brothels. During my rare moments of freedom, I continued to paint. It was the only instrument I found that could scrape that
               black sap from my soul. Years later, an instructor from the newly formed École des Beaux-Arts de l’Indochine saw my work and
               presented it to someone he knew in Paris. Soon, I was offered a scholarship at the Académie de la Grande Chaumière. Too late,
               my dreams had been delivered on a silver platter. But I seized them. I left my country and what family I knew behind.
            

            On the banks of the Seine, I became K. P. Lý, a nonsense assemblage of letters that meant absolutely nothing to me. I was exhausted of names with meaning. Sometimes I thought
               I’d never find myself again. In my dreams, I often saw my son’s eyes staring out at me from a void. Blue as sorrow. That was
               the one thing that never left me; the ancient despair in his gaze, like he understood already all the ways that humans fail
               one another. 
            

             

            May 19, 1943

            Back in our Château des Miroirs, as I finished my story, the Chaton rubbed my back, her touch so gentle that it was all I
               could do to hold my sobs at bay.
            

            “So now you know,” I said. “And you will think I’m the worst sort of woman.”

            “I think you have survived with the tools at your disposal.”

            It was a new way of looking at the matter, a moment of mercy I contemplated like a strange map. What might my life have looked like, had I not been told to hate myself so completely? Had I been given grace, after all that was taken from me? Briefly, I saw a world where I did not have to hide. It shimmered beyond reach, but even the mirage of it felt miraculous. 

            “And all my secrets?”

            “They will be mine too. Emil told me some of this. But not nearly enough, my poor Cheval.”

            “My abandoned child—”

            She kissed the star on my cheek again. “We will add a sun on this bench, for your Huy. If he is part of your story, then he
               is part of mine.”
            

            What could I say to that? We nestled under the open window of the cottage, with the rasping admonitions of herons nearby,
               the faint wash of slate behind our eyelids. And I heard her whisper my name, like a liturgical chant: Tâm Nguyễn, Tâm Nguyễn. I have never been audacious enough to pray for forgiveness, and yet, for a moment, in her arms, it came to me anyway.
            

             

            May 21, 1943

            The bench—our ode to the sun, to my son—was complete by the start of the salt harvest. The Chaton had it installed behind
               the Château des Miroirs. We met there each evening, as she’d foretold. As nighttime tiptoed in, that bench became a sacred
               place of confessions, entangled limbs, souls splayed like the wings of a dove.
            

            Sometimes I ask myself whether anyone else in the household suspected us. Of course, the servants could not escape the knowledge
               of our intimate friendship. But beyond that—who would conceive that their flawless mistress could have consented to align
               herself with a strange, withdrawn artist with no prospects and no outward charisma? I believed, wrongly perhaps, that our
               unlikeliness shrouded us.
            

            Meanwhile, I continued with my secret painting, knowing on some level the betrayal I layered on with each wash of color. I understood my time in the Camargue was at a close, but it was important that the blue lovers be completed there, in the cottage where our love began. What would I do with the painting after? I would keep it. I allowed myself to keep so little in life. 

            The first week of September, Marcel Allard arrived in a flurry of suitcases and bonhomie. His work in Germany had gone very
               well, and it begot generosity aplenty. He showered my Chaton with gifts that did not reflect her tastes: an elaborate cuckoo
               clock, chocolates shaped like seashells, bejeweled steins of kingly proportions. She accepted each with a vague smile.
            

            Only one offering did she regard with genuine interest—a chartreuse-tinted nude by Ernst Ludwig Kirchner. It was a fine painting;
               more undisciplined than I would have liked, but still, a striking piece for her growing collection. As she examined it, Marcel
               placed his meaty hand upon the small of her back, the spot I had pressed my lips against only a night before, and he beamed
               with the smugness of a man accustomed to getting exactly what he paid for.
            

            How I hated him! And yet, was that not his right as her husband, to touch and be touched?

            Toward me, he was outwardly friendly and full of bluster. As a habit, he was accustomed to charming women and, despite my
               appearance, he must have considered me worthy of his charm. In Arles, I did not feel the need to pretend. I’d stopped binding
               my breasts and grew out my hair. With raptorial awareness, his eyes raked my face, the collared shirt I wore, the oversized
               trousers that dragged on his polished floors. I had met men like him before. They think that my garments and my disinterest
               are a gesture of bravado, supposing that I might be retamed into femininity through the favor of male attention. Oddity intrigues
               them. Those men are the most dangerous, because they understand my identity as a refutation of their God-given privilege.
               A challenge.
            

            When he took my hand, a chill wrapped around my fingers. He kissed, rather than shook, it. His lips were familiar and firm, leaving a wet film near my knuckles. I resisted the urge to wipe myself clean. 

            “Our resident artist,” he said, upon introduction. “How my wife does enjoy taking in strays. They’re not usually so appealing.”

            “Marcel,” she said, flustered.

            He grinned. “I mean no harm. Lý understands how I tease. I’m glad someone is making use of that old cottage. Drafty, isn’t it?”
            

            He was not unhandsome, I admitted with a lover’s jealous eye. Broad shoulders, healthy dark hair, and a tidy jaw, though he
               would likely become jowly in a few short years. Even now, he attracted attention from the female servants. The Chaton told
               me that she was sure he’d taken lovers since their first days of marriage, perhaps even within their household. It had bothered
               her initially, but now, she saw in his distraction a kind of freedom. She could do as she wanted—within bounds, of course,
               since she was still a woman.
            

            But I was angry at him all the same, even though I was the one who had committed a wrong against him. I wondered what kind
               of fool discards the Chaton for lesser beings.
            

            To Marcel, I said stiffly, “I’m grateful for your generosity.”

            He waved his hand. “Of course. Anything for Justine’s only brother. Now, when is our Emi arriving? And have we stocked enough
               wine for this visit?”
            

            The Chaton laughed gaily. “In three days and not a moment too soon. How merry it’ll be to have all our favorite people in
               one place!”
            

            Her eyes met mine, then she looked away. Something had come between us. Easy enough to blame our distance on Marcel, but perhaps
               it was merely the breaking of a summer-long spell. We could no longer convince ourselves that we were the only people in Arles.
               Reality encroached and with it came a diminishing of our love. That love was no less vibrant; only compressed and distorted,
               as a light in a pinhole.
            

            I excused myself to my cottage and Justine did not stop me. In the days after, I rarely saw her alone.

            Emil’s visit would coincide with the Allards’ harvest gala, which brought about a great celebration in Arles. Guests began
               streaming into the Maison de Notre Rêve, bringing with them their stylish Duesenbergs and bug-eyed Jaguars. There would be
               a cream crop of collectors for Emil to cast his wiles upon, I thought, as I made myself scarce in the cottage.
            

            But when I watched the parade of guests from my window, the Chaton among them, I wanted to throw my paints against the wall,
               splattering the château with my discontent. The bench yawned with emptiness. Only my secret painting of the blue lovers pulled
               me from my bed, though my malaise seeped into its composition, glazing gloominess upon what was once a defiant celebration.
               When it was at last complete, I layered the painting with varnish and allowed it to dry.
            

            Something was coming to an end.

            That weekend, I met Emil at the train station, taking in his lively gait and exuberantly hued clothing. He brought an enormous
               suitcase—with four tins of my favorite sardines—and a cache of news about the artists in our circle. Despite myself, I cheered
               at the sight of him.
            

            “At last!” he shouted, placing a palm on either side of my face and turning it back and forth, as if I were a prized steed.
               “Let me look at you, Tâm. Still as unstylish as ever. But not so skinny, hm? Not so gaunt? Look at those freckles across your nose, my sunflower.”
            

            I tried to shrug him off, but he wrapped me in a tight, cologne-heavy embrace. “Thank God you are well again.”

            “Forget about God. It’s you I should thank, Emi.”

            His look was fond. “What is gratitude between soul mates? Now, tell me all. Why are your letters so sparse? What trouble have
               you been getting up to in the Camargue?”
            

            Briefly, I’d thought I might hide my affair from him. What good would it be to share this burden? But I owed him the truth. And, perhaps selfishly, I wanted at least one other person to bear witness to that which would have to be hidden for the rest of my days. 

            “Emi, my friend,” I said, “I have something to confess.”

            Here—I rest my pen. The next part, the final part, takes more fortitude than I can muster. I will come back to it when I am
               stronger. Oh, if only Emi and I had never set foot in Arles!
            

             

            May 24, 1943

            It happened more swiftly than one can imagine. The descent. One moment, the Chaton and I were suspended in a state of anguished
               love. And the next—we were falling into the Hell of our own making.
            

            The evening of the harvest gala arrived. Emil had shaved his face so closely that it seemed to glow. The pomade glossed his
               hair to such a shine that he resembled the golden-haired Apollo on a cloud. I felt a rush of affection for him, my only friend
               in the world besides the Chaton. I had told him of our affair and, while visibly distressed, he did not shun me or utter any
               cruel words.
            

            “It can’t last,” he said. “Marcel is a cur, but they have built a life together. My sister will not leave her husband.”

            “I don’t expect her to.”

            “So you must end it,” he said, more urgently. “He will not be sensible when it comes to her. They share love, in a way.”

            “I can’t believe it.”

            “It is a twisted love, but it’s theirs. You cannot compete. You know this.”

            “Justine and I—we are already over.” As I said it, I knew it to be true.

            “I warned you, my love. JuJu is a woman of many passions, but little fidelity.”

            It rankled me to hear him speak of her that way, but I did not show it. I said, “I’m nothing but a foolish child in these things, Emi. Forget I said anything. I will behave and we will leave Arles together, as if nothing at all had happened.” 

            Thus reassured, he changed the subject, as only Emil could. “Let’s not discuss it again. Now, you cannot wear one of those
               awful suits tonight. Let me dress you. Your would-be patrons await!”
            

            “Along with your commission?”

            “Naturally.”

            He borrowed from Justine a gray silk with a dropped waist and a skirt that ruffled like the petals of a carnation. The back
               plunged to daring depths. I wasn’t myself and yet I welcomed the departure. It was easier to mask my heartbreak when I did
               not look like me. Her clothing was still redolent of her rose perfume.
            

            The night was crisp and fragrant. When we walked the few meters from the cottage to the Maison de Notre Rêve, Marcel came
               out to meet us with his usual bluster.
            

            “You look well, Emi. And Lý, my dear—” Wolfish eyes cast a net down my body.
            

            “Borrowed feathers,” I said as curtly as I could manage without being rude.

            “They suit you. You’d sell more paintings if you looked like this every day. Give up the jig. My friends would sooner buy
               from a pretty woman in a good gown than . . . well, the other persona.”
            

            “Ah, the cost of success is only an abandonment of my self.”

            Marcel frowned and began to speak, but Emil broke in with a placating smile. “Lý is her own creature. No one should reason with a woman, as you know.”
            

            I wanted to throttle Emil, but I also understood his desire to put Marcel at ease. For a moment, I glimpsed anger in Marcel’s
               eyes, and it held a promise of retribution that made me want to shield myself. But Emil was long accustomed to managing the
               moods of others and, in his capable hands, Marcel was as easily led as any.
            

            “Indeed,” Marcel said at last, the mask of a gracious host donned once again. “Well, come, you two. Justine has been looking for you.” 

            We found her near the champagne fountain. She turned from her group of friends to embrace me, coolly, briefly, before giving
               her best smile to Emil. Did she notice her dress on me? How it slithered on my skin, as it had hers? Did she see the innate
               intimacy of our temporary mirroring? I never knew. Emil and Justine sped off to her salon, where she displayed her most prized
               works.
            

            She had recently acquired a Miró drawing that I disliked greatly. I made my feelings known, which erupted into a quarrel,
               one of our first. She reassured me that she loved my work, but I wondered if she only loved the sheen of art on me, rather
               than the real product of my hours. My ego continued to gnash between us. I suspected that she would use Emil’s opinion to
               counter mine, as evidence of my jealousy and her superior taste. With a guzzle of champagne, I tried to put them both out
               of my mind, as well as the echo of anger I had glimpsed in Marcel’s eyes.
            

            The night was a bore. I couldn’t keep tabs on the Chaton or Emil—they were thick as thieves, scurrying off to corners to whisper—and
               the champagne and bright lights made my head hurt. I hid from any would-be patrons, preferring to hug the wall as I watched
               over the festivities like a gargoyle, longing for the silence of the cottage.
            

            Once, the Chaton and I found ourselves alone at the top of a staircase, looking down upon the elegant crowd. Marcel noticed
               his wife on the landing and waved his hand jauntily. She blew a kiss back, as was appropriate, but it made resentment hiss
               inside of me.
            

            “What a stylish couple you are,” I said, acid on my tongue.

            She did not choose to acknowledge my ire. She asked, neutrally, as she might any other guest, “Having a nice time?”

            “I’m having a horrid time. I’m tortured by you.”

            “Oh, Tâm.” I was satisfied to see her composure momentarily dissolve.
            

            “I wish we were alone.”

            “My dear,” she said. Her eyes darted around, to see if anyone had heard. But we were leagues above them all. “We mustn’t.”

            I whispered hotly. “If I could, I would lower you onto your husband’s plush carpet. I’d kiss you from the tips of your ears
               to the divot on your ankle while everyone looked on. I would slide my hands up your legs. Part you like a sea, my tongue a
               pirate ship in your waves of pleasure.”
            

            She flushed, clutching her reddening neck, and seemed on the verge of saying something. Then she turned her back to me. “No,
               Tâm. I cannot do this anymore.”
            

            She did not call me her Cheval Sauvage, and that’s how I knew. Something life-giving was being gouged from my chest—it took
               my breath away, the loss. I held on to the railing, watching the heaving of her back.
            

            She continued, still turned against me. “Marcel has moved his business overseas, to Germany. Things are happening there. He
               wants to be on the ground. We are relocating before the snow arrives.”
            

            “Leaving?” I croaked. “For how long?”

            “He does not intend to return to France.”

            “And you?”

            “I will go with him.”

            There it was, the cannonball that I always saw coming. Knowing its inevitability did not lessen the impact. I reached for
               her, but she was already descending the stairs. What did I expect? A tête-à-tête at this party with their friends underfoot?
               A long and loving goodbye? The Chaton vanished into the crowd, this woman who could only ever offer me marginalia in the book
               of her existence.
            

            I returned to the cottage alone. The dark overwhelmed me. And my rage, it took over. After all her complaints about Marcel;
               all her professions of love for me—
            

            It came to nothing. She might have wanted me, but she did not want me enough to leave the life she’d maneuvered for herself.

            I made a fist and punched through the floor mirror in the cottage. What a beautiful mess it made. Glass sparkled in the candlelight, arrayed itself on the floor like a mosaic of silver. 

            A line of blood rivered down my palm, jogging to meet a vein in my wrist.

            As if on instinct, I turned and pressed the open wound to the surface of my secret painting.

            Let it divide the women in two, as Justine had divided us.

            Then I painted over my blood with cadmium red. I would not allow this pain to fade. It sought witness.

            Exhausted, I fell into bed, dreaming of nothing at all. The age of dreams had passed for me.

            Again, I will rest my pen. The end of the story comes too quickly.

             

            May 25, 1943

            The morning after the fête, I woke with a gnaw of dread. Sitting up on my elbows, I gazed at the blue lovers—ruined now with
               that thread of blood. It was fitting, then, that this piece should be our final memento. Strange, volatile art that stirs
               when it should pacify; agitates when it should soothe. Staring back at me was Justine’s fine-boned face, which could convey
               any manner of feeling. She loved and then she discarded. She was deep, she was shallow. What contradiction inside such a small
               and adored body!
            

            I resolved that I should confront her one last time. I deserved more than a disappearance from the woman I loved. And so I
               went to the gardens, where I knew she liked to stroll after her breakfast. And she was there, dressed in white voile, her
               mouth twisted in concentration as she leaned over a spent rosebush.
            

            I fell into step and she remained silent, not in challenge, but in despair, perhaps, or confusion. The poised socialite from the previous night was still slumbering. For a moment, she was my very own Chaton again. 

            Finally, she began, “Oh, Tâm. How many things I would change if I could.”
            

            “Why can’t you? Women have divorced before.”

            “And then what? I have no skills, no talent on which to feed myself. I am old and accustomed to a certain rhythm of freedom.
               You know this. Would I resign myself to a life as my parents’ burden? Scavenging on the crusts of society?”
            

            It hurt terribly that her life without Marcel did not, also, include me. That alone should have said everything. Perhaps I
               should have argued with her, allowed her to see what our future might entail—afternoons of love, evenings of fervid conversation,
               art and music and the balm of true companionship. But I could never offer her an estate or diamonds or friends who moved through
               the world like rainfall across glass. Our life would be penury and hardship in the end, and she was not built for hardship.
               She liked the company of bohemians, but only as a diversion. She was, to her core, a pragmatist. An edifice of convention.
               I had not seen this, because I didn’t want to acknowledge how distant we truly were. If not for Emil and her own charitable
               impulses, Justine would have never glanced my way.
            

            Bitterly, I said, “‘After all this time’ becomes ‘only for a time.’”

            “Please.” She wrung her fair hands. Her eyes became pools of regret.

            I considered what I had done to escape my past. I’d left my son and allowed my family to believe I’d sunk to my depths in
               a rushing river. I walked for days, suffered unimaginable indignities. I knew I was no hero. For most, I would be nothing
               more than a coward, a villain. And yet I did not cower when fate threw open its shadowy arms. Even as a ghost of my former
               self, I embraced the future I was afraid to see. Survival, its own virtue. In retrospect, I imagine that she’d told herself
               the same thing.
            

            “You’ll regret staying with Marcel,” I said.

            “I imagine you’re right.”

            “And I will come to hate the memory of this summer.”

            “Can’t it be something lovely we recall?”

            I did not turn to see her wistful expression. I did not take her cool hand and press my lips to its palm, as I wanted to,
               and I did not move the curl from her forehead, where it lay like a crescent of color on a flawless canvas. I turned and left
               her to her flowers, her carefully arranged loneliness, resolving to pack my things that very moment. There was nothing left
               for me in Arles.
            

            But when I arrived at the cottage, the door was flung open. There was a commotion inside. Emil’s voice was raised. So was
               Marcel’s. The secret painting, I saw, lay on the floor between them. Pieces of the shattered mirror winked from a corner.
            

            “They are friends, nothing more,” Emil protested.

            “Friends?” Marcel repeated. “You think I’m a fool? Those bare shoulders. This is an abomination.”

            “Art is not always life. She was painting a fantasy.”

            “If this creature’s fantasy is my wife, then that is crime enough.”

            Spittle rained from his words. I shivered at the hate I heard in them. This creature. He did not even consider me human. I
               saw, too, the irony of Emil’s position as my defender, when he had tried to caution against this very thing.
            

            “Marcel, my brother,” Emil gasped. “Don’t do it.”

            Then I saw that Marcel was flashing one of his pistols. He had a ghastly smile on his face and in the shuttered room, his teeth seemed to glow like huddled white mice. I knew at once what had happened. Someone told Marcel about the Chaton and me—a servant seeking favor? A guest that had overheard us? Then, armed with the gunpowder of his anger, he’d battered into my cottage and found the painting, which he considered proof of our unnatural crimes. For a man like him, there’d have been a sort of pleasure in the discovery, as if he’d finally found a path for his violence to follow, one that glimmered straight and true. 

            “I swear on my life,” Emil pleaded, “there was nothing untoward.”

            Marcel pointed to the smattering of evidence I could not deny, evidence I’d stupidly left in the cottage for too long: a vial
               of the Chaton’s perfume, the copy of Nightwood that she’d inscribed (To my love, from her love), her chemise tossed at the foot of my bed. Where I saw a summer of vital and careless routine, he saw a season of betrayal.
               We were both right.
            

            He waved the pistol toward Emil. “And you, heathen that you are, let this into our home. I should shoot you for your perversion.”

            “Stop, Marcel, and think!”

            “Do you expect me, me of all people, to look the other way, like some frail cuckold?”

            I came into the light. Surprised, Marcel swung the pistol toward me.

            “Don’t hurt him,” I said.

            “You.” His eyes nailed into me and I understood that what lived inside of him at that moment was not only hatred for me, but
               hatred for himself.
            

            I held up my hands. He advanced toward me. He lifted the pistol.

            The barrel, luminous and shifting, reminded me of minnows darting in the stream by my childhood home. We’d catch them by the
               handfuls. Silver and blue, shades of the same fleeting life.
            

            I began to back away. But then, behind me, another body, the Chaton, throwing me out of the way with astonishing force. I
               crashed onto the ground on my elbows. The air flew from my body.
            

            “Justine?”

            Did the question come from me, or Emil, or from Marcel? I can’t recall. I heard it, and then I saw Emil lifting the tea kettle from my stove. He brought it down on Marcel’s head. The sound of cast iron hitting skull bones was so loud, so terrifying, that I screamed. Marcel fell with a thump. The pistol clattered under the bed. Justine crawled to her husband and felt for his pulse. 

            “Is he alive?” I gasped.

            “Yes.” In a voice teeming with finality she said, “Go. Both of you. Go before he wakes.”

            “My darling,” I began.

            “Never come back.”

            Justine did not look at me again. Emil pulled me, panting, upright, and though my ankle ached and my head pounded, I didn’t
               resist. We ran toward the station with nothing more on us than the money in our pockets. Thieves, criminals, reprobates. Past
               the bench, past the almond trees, past the houseguests filtering into their cars, past all the precious landmarks of the summer.
               As we came to the gates at the edge of Maison de Notre Rêve, I stopped with my hand on the post.
            

            “The blue lovers. We must retrieve my painting.”

            Emil was not a violent man, but just then he looked like he might slap me. “Let them destroy your goddamned painting. You
               were a fool for making it in the first place.”
            

            I didn’t argue that he was the one who capitalized off the pain in my art. He’d always encouraged my tempests, as a sort of
               rod for inspiration. His anger was justified. With that painting, that stupid, terrible, beautiful secret painting, I’d cost
               him his sister, as surely as I’d cost my own love.
            

            “I’m sorry, Emil.”

            Relenting, he squeezed my forearm. “You will paint others. Let’s get out of this godforsaken place.” I have never deserved
               such a friend.
            

            We left the Camargue that very morning. I didn’t see the Chaton again. She and Marcel emigrated to Germany as planned, and,
               from what I heard, became important art patrons there. Marcel aligned himself with power, as usual. This time, it was with
               the rising star of a charismatic chancellor who would, one day soon, bring Europe to its knees. 
            

            After Arles, I buried Tâm for good. Cut my hair again, donned my severe clothing. Burrowed in my solitude like a pig in filth. For the remainder of
               my life, however brief it shall be, I will only ever be known as K. P. Lý. Once, I’d marveled at the prospect of being known, truly known, by a person who loved me. Now I understand the dear price
               of that knowledge.
            

            And Emil—he might never truly forgive me, though our friendship has continued to soldier along, weary and battered, but faithful
               to the last. After all, he’d protected my identity; he would not betray me, not even after all I’d cost him. We did not speak
               of Justine, but seeing her resemblance in his face, slight as it was, never failed to make my heartbeat stumble.
            

            This very winter, as a birthday gift, he took me to the Hautes-Alpes, where we spent many cold mornings walking among the
               famous sundials of the region. Knowing of my devotion to the study of light and all its acrobatic twists across this great
               earth, Emil wanted me to witness the enduring presence of this ancient craft. He meant it to be a kind of solace, or perhaps
               a relief from my failing health, but the sight of those sundials filled me with despair. What of my creations could hope to
               touch immortality?
            

            My favorite sundial, one I wish I’d painted, towered on the exterior of a church. Its inscription, written in Latin: Ab Ultima Aeternitas.

            “From the last hour begins eternity.”

            Seven quiet, lonely years have passed since I’ve spoken to the Chaton. My letters were never answered. The blue lovers, lost
               or destroyed, I’ll never know. I write these pages from a mournful distance, no longer the same woman who trod through the
               brilliance of a Provençal spring, to a fate I held but could not keep.
            

            There’s the old adage that time will heal pain. But all it’s done for me is exacerbate it. I cannot seem to forget that summer. Even now, as the tumors eat away at my body, I think about the bench behind the cottage, the way the drooping sun set the Chaton’s curls aflame. How, when we sat there together, I could pretend that she and my Huy were with me, that I had not lost so much as I thought. But she is gone, she has made a new life beyond the borders of mine. 

            Now Huy is my only concern. What can I do for my son, a man of twenty-nine? He is not young; he no longer needs me. Does he
               have a partner? Children? The thought of my phantom grandchildren fills me with grief and something more. A prod of curiosity.
               If I could find Huy, what might I say—what might I do? If he has thought at all of me during his years, it would have been
               with pain. And I have no fortune to leave. Only love. As if that has ever been enough.
            

            My doctor, a stodgy old goat with no gift for bedside manners, has decreed six months for me. Perhaps longer, he said, with
               temperate weather and a restful routine. Somberly, he advised me to settle my affairs. Time, that velvet-gloved old vise.
            

            “What will you do?” Emil had asked. “Imagine the world is yours. Where would your feet take you?”

            I know the answer now. First, I’ll find my way back to the Camargue. Leave this document of our summer where it belongs, with
               the worms and the debris of that epoch. Perhaps Justine will stumble upon it and finally know how sorry I am for it all.
            

            But I can’t stay in France. Paris has been occupied for three years now. Europe grows more dangerous with each passing day
               and I, more vulnerable in it. If these are to be my final days, I do not want to spend them in flight from a hidden menace.
            

            If darkness must be my final end, then I will seek, for what few days and months I can, the radiance of the sun. I will go
               toward the light and leave the best of myself there.
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 13

         
         When Vivi woke, her hand reached to touch the freckle on her cheek. Once, not so many generations ago, a lover had pressed
            her rouged lips to a similar star, memorialized it in defiance and desire. And here the star appeared again, as a sort of
            unreadable punctuation mark within a story that continued to resist conclusion.
         

         
         She looked up to find Calla’s empty bed. Vivi’s laptop had shut off, but within it, inside a typo-laced document, she’d saved
            a full translation of the journal, which lay open in front of her, splayed to the final page. She’d worked all night on the
            translation, understanding that was the least she could do for her sister and knowing that was still not enough.
         

         
         By now, it was past noon. The hallways of the inn were flurried with activity: guests banging doors, bellhops wheeling luggage
            racks, jouncing the credenzas with offended bursts of noise. Vivi didn’t mind her sister’s absence. Calla had a way of crowding
            her thoughts, so that Vivi had no space left for her own. Without her, the air was dull and skimmed, but Vivi breathed more
            easily.
         

         
         As she showered, she continued thinking through the entries she’d read. This journal, she became convinced, couldn’t be the
            offering. Below the very last entry, there was another drawing of a sundial, almost identical to the one in the letter that
            Calla had found in their father’s shed. I will go toward the light and leave the best of myself there. Another clue. Where Vivi should have felt satisfaction, she instead succumbed to frustration. The goalpost had moved again. 

         
         She drew a heart in the condensation on the shower glass. What would Samuel do?

         
         She could almost hear his voice through the steam. Let’s outline the facts, V. What do you know?

         
         Nguyễn was a common enough surname in Vietnamese circles, but she’d only encountered a handful of Tâms in her lifetime. Vivi flipped through her paltry store of recollections, trying to locate the name. It returned to her with
            increasing urgency, like a child tugging at a shirtsleeve. Then she remembered Calla, drawing on the bedspread with her fingertips.
         

         
         Tâm means “heart,” doesn’t it?

         
         Gruesome drowning situation.

         
         I’ll tell you the story sometime.

         
         The truth arrived as a locomotive tearing through the density of brain matter, swift and determined. Still dripping with water
            from the shower, Vivi ran to the desk in the suite, fumbling with the drawers. On a piece of rose-scented stationery, she
            sketched a family tree.
         

         
         Before he was their father, he was Tuấn, son of Huy and brother of Ki`êu. She calculated backward. Tuấn was born in 1940; Ki`êu, some years after, though she couldn’t be certain how many. If their grandfather Huy was in his twenties in the 1940s, then
            he could have been born when Tâm was a teenager. The timeline could have worked. It did work.
         

         
         And if their grandfather was the same Huy from the journals, he had to be the baby of the sunlight, of the drowned mother
            who didn’t drown, the orphan who was not really an orphan. Ngọc was Huy’s aunt and adopted mother. And so: the beautiful and doomed Tâm Nguyễn who never appeared on the shrine, who became a ghostly cautionary tale, was their great-grandmother. That was why Tuấn had the letter and the sketch of Blue Mirror. They weren’t mere discoveries. They were inheritances.
         

         
         How long had her father known all this? Had he been unsnarling this mystery since childhood? Or did he discover both afterward, on one of his trips back to Việt Nam?
         

         
         Vivi now recalled the singularity of their grandfather’s photograph on the family shrine. In Huy’s blurry, black-and-white
            portrait, she’d marked a handsome man with dark hair and light skin. Eyes that were lighter still. They could have been blue.
         

         
         Even in her father, Vivi could occasionally detect an ethnic ambiguity that troubled her. Once winter arrived, his melanin
            would fade and he would become as pale as the other men about town. If he turned at the right angle toward the window, the
            gloam might transform his features into a marbled hardness that she might not, for a second, recognize. As a child, she shrugged
            off any cognitive dissonance she didn’t want to understand. They were all shades of the people who came before. Heritage,
            an endless mystery.
         

         
         What did it mean to rediscover oneself in a river of names that, after all this time, finally gained shape? Vivi had read
            about the thrill that other seekers got when they stumbled on an astonishing entry on a genealogy site; how some might uproot
            photographs in an attic that told a story they couldn’t resist prying open.
         

         
         Those clues were always just the beginning. Few could muster the will to drop a mystery once they’d discovered it. Vivi, least
            of all. She ran to find her sister.
         

         
         

         For a moment, Jean resembled Tâm’s description of her Chaton—auburn hair, intelligent green eyes. Vivi could ignore the standard-issue polo Jean wore and
            the Barbie-pink polish on her nails. The concierge desk disappeared. So too the desktop, the business cards, the murmuring
            trickle of guests across the lobby. Vivi saw only Justine Allard, tilting her head toward Tâm, merriment and challenge piercing her gaze.
         

         
         “There you are,” Jean said. Her voice broke the illusion. “The art scholar?”

         
         “That’s me. Have you seen my sister?”

         
         “She went tearing through the dining room early this morning.” Jean made a moue of disapproval. “There was a sightseeing tour.
            She hopped on it, I think.”
         

         
         Vivi tapped her foot in frustration. Who knew when Calla would return?

         
         Jean continued. “I was hoping to see you though. You asked about the archives for the summer of 1936.”

         
         “You’ve found something?”

         
         “There isn’t much. The original Allards sold the property not long after they bought it, so the folder on them is quite thin.
            But here’s the whole of it. Please return it after you are done.”
         

         
         She slid a manila folder across the counter.

         
         “I can’t thank you enough.”

         
         “I looked up Lý, after you mentioned him. His work is compelling. I like Terrible Feast the best.”
         

         
         “Most do.”

         
         It was a clever subversion of the Dutch still-life tradition, in which buck and fowl carcasses draped over butcher blocks
            as bloodied trophies from woodland hunts. In Terrible Feast, the animals were not so inert. They cocked their heads from a table set in front of a river, as if waking from a performance
            in which they had to play dead. The hunters were nowhere to be seen, but their arrows and cloaks were scattered among the
            landscape. Most saw the painting as a referendum on power and the ways we remain complicit in tropes of violence. Now the
            painting reminded Vivi of Marcel Allard and his love of hunting.
         

         
         “My brother was an artist,” Jean said. “He painted landscapes too, but they weren’t anything like your Lý’s. I have always wanted to paint. But he was the talent, so I never thought I could compete.”
         

         
         “Was it a competition?”

         
         She laughed, rueful. “Isn’t it always, between siblings?”

         
         “What does he do now?”

         
         “He works in cryptocurrency. I don’t understand a word of it. He has not picked up a brush in years. All that wasted promise. He doesn’t even like his job.” 

         
         “What would you paint?”

         
         She looked out the window, distant. “Maybe I’d paint someplace I haven’t been. I’ve never left Arles.”

         
         “You could.”

         
         “I suppose. But why, when this is home?”

         
         Vivi settled at a café table near the window. Outside, a couple posed next to Justine Allard’s flower gardens. The man wore
            a pressed pair of slacks the color of a spring sky; the woman, a white sun dress that tied behind her neck. From the way they
            leaned toward each other, Vivi knew it was an engagement shoot. How awkward and self-conscious love could be once you tried
            to capture it. The man made a joke and the woman frowned at it, swatting him on the lapel.
         

         
         You always pull this shit—

         
         The photographer let her camera slump as they bickered, unembarrassed.

         
         Inside the envelope Jean had given her, there was a butcher’s bill for an inordinate amount of chicken livers and a map of
            the original property, along with some annotations of the estate’s landmarks. Vivi noticed that neither the cottage nor the
            bench were on the map. There were census reports and records of servants who’d come and gone.
         

         
         At the bottom of the pile, she found a collection of photographs. She gingerly lifted each. In one, a man leaned on his rifle
            near a fallen deer, smug and towering, with thick limbs and a mustache that defied gravity. It had to be Marcel. Handsome,
            in a brutal way. The type of man who, if he lived today, would muscle you out of the way on a narrow sidewalk.
         

         
         Next was a formal portrait of Marcel and Justine, sitting in front of a draped muslin backdrop. She was elegant, but not as
            beautiful as Vivi would have imagined from Tâm’s descriptions, nor from her representation in Blue Mirror. Justine was set back from the camera lens just a touch more than Marcel, as if allowing him to be the focus of attention. Her waves hung a bit limply and her expression had a certain hardness to it. Yet, despite her prosaic appearance, the set of her mouth hinted at a daring that Vivi suspected hid under those layers of studied manners. The Chaton, gliding just out of sight. 

         
         Finally, at the very bottom of the pile of photographs, there was a candid of a party. The crepe of night hung above the crowd.
            Dancing couples in their finest draped against one another, covertly watching one another’s partners. A man with a faint resemblance
            to Justine appeared to be making a toast. Emil?
         

         
         But there—in the corner of the photograph—a figure in a light-colored dress, standing at a distance from the others. An island.
            Her dark hair hung about her shoulders in a severe and chunky bob. Due to the deteriorated quality of the photograph and her
            face being in profile, Vivi couldn’t identify the woman well. But she could just make out the freckle on her cheek.
         

         
         Vivi turned the photograph over. In fine, spidery handwriting: September, 1936. The last fête. Without a second thought, Vivi slipped the photo into her pocket. She could have made a copy, but she didn’t want a facsimile.
            She wanted the original. It could go in her tally of petty crimes, those Samuel might condemn if she ever revealed them. But
            she could hold the guilt. She always did.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 14

         
         Vivi was pacing near the entrance of the estate. She’d kicked up the gravel and now pieces of it rattled inside her shoes,
            jamming into her heel. It was evening and the bats were clicking in the trees, the sharp points of their wings slashing against
            moonlight. In the distance, cathedral bells rang. Nine, ten, eleven. She peered past the edge of the gates to the empty road
            beyond. The trees were a scribbled mass.
         

         
         Late that afternoon, the sightseeing bus had returned with its stock of tourists dragging souvenir sacks behind them. Glossy
            fridge magnets of La Moisson, casters of salt from the Rhône, scarves printed with the flowers of Provence. The sight of the tourists, so self-satisfied,
            so careless, made her tut in judgment. When had art become so consumable? The ineffable, made common. And where the hell was
            Calla?
         

         
         The day had begun with revelation. Its tail was riddled with unreasonable irritation and a deeper, lacerating wretchedness.

         
         An email had come through from Abel. He told her that the board had decided to terminate her employment at the Forster. He
            was curt and professional, citing misconduct and truancy, firm in his declaration that there would be no severance offered.
            He didn’t state any legal repercussions, though his language betrayed the stiffness of oversight from the museum’s lawyers.
            There was an underlying threat of what the institution could have done, if they chose. Vivi assumed Samuel was responsible for this leniency.
         

         
         But it was Abel’s tone that struck her. He’d always served as a bit of a paternal crutch for Vivi. Good-natured, mild, gently
            encouraging. His oblivious placidity, a panacea amid her confusions. But she sensed none of his usual affection in the email,
            only a cold finality that cut her in unexpected places.
         

         
         At the close of her Forster interview all those years ago, Abel had asked, simply, “Why art?”

         
         She could have responded with a thousand pat answers. Within a lifetime of pretzeling herself into different roles—steady
            sister, dependable daughter, supportive best friend—she understood how to give people what they wanted. But Abel’s frankness
            made her want to root for the truth.
         

         
         “Art is the only home I’ve ever known.” She hesitated, but he nodded reassuringly, and she found herself spilling the rest
            in a rush. “I grew up in a fractured house. The adults in my life couldn’t save me. But art could. Every time my heart broke,
            art filled in the rifts, like kintsugi. Making the cracks meaningful and mine, something I created, rather than a thing that another person did to me.”
         

         
         Once she began, she couldn’t stop talking. She described the sisters’ stick drawings in the dirt. The way she would carve
            scenes into fallen logs with her father’s pocketknife. Calla crumbling dead leaves, then arranging the fragments into new
            images, an autumnal mosaic that blew away with the first stray gust. The woods had become the sisters’ canvas, their color.
            It was—
         

         
         Vivi paused abruptly, struggling to catch her breath, but she never had to finish, because Abel filled in the gap by telling
            her that she was hired. He’d known that it would take a lifetime of words to answer such a question.
         

         
         Nearly a decade and it was done. One mistake that cost her career. The Chicago art community was small. Word would get around.
            Within days, other museums would learn what she’d done, if they didn’t know already, and she’d be dubbed a persona non grata.
            The worst part was that Abel’s dismissal was warranted; she’d made it impossible for him to land on another outcome.
         

         
         Knowing this, Vivi grieved so many things. The raised woodgrain of a stretcher beneath her fingertips, the back-aching, myopia-inducing, satisfying labor of inpainting a canvas with her favorite hairline brush. The hush of the galleries after all the patrons had left,
            a quiet that sank into her bones and massaged her worn muscles like ointment.
         

         
         She saw Samuel pacing her lab as she worked, tripping over his words as he explained a new idea for an exhibition. The two
            of them, leaving together after everyone else had clocked out, speaking a language of beauty, of love, as they dawdled on
            the tree-lined streets outside the museum.
         

         
         Losing her job at the Forster was like losing a place in the world. It was losing Samuel. She’d known, abstractly, what her
            decision to strip the painting would cost her. Then she read Sam’s email, the one that felt like a goodbye, and felt the cost
            rising. But even after that, there’d been a part of her that thought she could reverse it all and reenter her life as if nothing
            had changed. Now, without any foothold at the museum, she saw that she couldn’t reclaim anything. What was done was done.
         

         
         Art would exist without the Forster. She understood that. But she’d been banished to its outer folds, a spectator rather than
            a participant. That banishment resurfaced all the old fears of being left behind and rendered her small and perplexed again.
         

         
         Online, she searched for news on Sea to Earth. The exhibition opening was just about a fortnight away. She wondered how Samuel would explain the stripped painting, if
            he’d mention her name or erase her role altogether. Would there be a grand reveal? Once Blue Mirror was unveiled, the rapacious art scholars would revive their interest in Lý, scrounging through the archives for any hint of who the blue lovers could be. Maybe Quân would make Lý’s letter public; then everyone would know about the offering. Another scholar was bound to put the clues together more efficiently
            than Vivi had. They’d inch in on her territory and she’d be powerless to stop them. She’d begun this quest because of Calla,
            for Calla, but along the way, she imagined she might have gotten something for herself out of it. What she managed to forget was
            that the world didn’t hand out favors, not to people like her.
         

         
         What if, after all that, there was no offering? Was the journal a worthy enough exchange for her entire career? The sinking in her gut told her that it wasn’t.
            She was still flailing in the dark.
         

         
         

         After she read Abel’s email of dismissal, Vivi stormed into Calla’s room in their suite and opened her sister’s suitcase.
            She flung around bits of silk and lace, a romance novel with a bright cartoon cover, a package of Gauloises, a tin of Altoids.
            Without articulating it, Vivi knew exactly what she was searching for: a reason to release her anger, which was, at its heart,
            only a profound helplessness.
         

         
         Finally, in an inner compartment of Calla’s suitcase, she found a plastic pill bottle with a scratched-off label. Inside,
            shell-pink ovals clattered. They were no larger than Tic Tacs, harmless-looking. Momentary exultation soared through her,
            but it was replaced with a greater sense of self-loathing. Why was she like this?
         

         
         Vivi admitted that she’d been looking for evidence of regression since the night Calla appeared on the museum steps. Every
            erratic breath, every strange twitch, every unreadable look became confirmation of what Vivi had always known about her sister.
            Calla was an addict. She would always be an addict. Vivi would never be free of any of it. The manic bursts of activity, the
            cavernous depressions, that worry that stalked Vivi, like Grendel’s mother in her gnashing anguish. History repeating itself,
            in a nightmare merry-go-round.
         

         
         It wasn’t Vivi’s fault that she found what she was looking for. She pocketed the pills. There was nothing left but the confrontation
            that had been building for weeks—years. She went outside to wait for Calla.
         

         
         

         Finally, at half past eleven, there was the sound of a motor in the distance. An electric Voxan tore down the road, screeching to a stop in front of the gates. Its driver twisted the throttle so the snarls of the motorcycle cut into the peace of the estate. Laughing, Calla jumped from the back of the bike, shaking her hair behind her. There was a flush in her cheeks, a frenzied light to her eyes. 

         
         “Mon dieu, you’ll wake the dead,” she said. She leaned over to flick the driver’s collar. He pulled her to him, kissed her
            hard on the lips. His face was in shadow, so Vivi couldn’t tell who it was, but it didn’t matter. Calla drew away, staggering
            a bit as she waved him off. “Thanks for the ride, handsome.”
         

         
         The Voxan revved away. As Calla passed Vivi, she said, “Don’t. I don’t want to hear it.”

         
         Vivi followed. “Who is he?”

         
         “Alain? He’s a doll. I was having a drink in town, and he said he wanted to show me around. And he did, if you know what I mean.”
         

         
         “You can’t just go running off with a stranger.”

         
         “You know what they say about strangers. Actually, I have no idea! Too many spritzes. Do you have any aspirin? My head is
            killing me.”
         

         
         “You couldn’t leave a note? Or wait for me?”

         
         Calla snorted. “The way you waited for me, before reading the rest of the journal?”

         
         “You snooped in my laptop.”

         
         “It was laying open. Your password’s been the same since you were thirteen. I only skimmed.” Calla struggled out of her jacket.
            She was noisily tromping up the stairs to the rosebud suite, unmindful of the sleeping guests. Once they got inside the rooms,
            she began to root in Vivi’s suitcase, looking for her toiletries bag. “Don’t deflect. You promised you would wait to read
            the rest of the entries with me. It was our discovery.”
         

         
         “You didn’t wait before going to the cottage.”

         
         “Tit for tat, huh? Same as ever?”

         
         There was a snag under Calla’s careless words, one Vivi didn’t want to examine just then. She was turned around. She’d expected
            to be the one lobbying accusations; she didn’t know she’d be playing defense in this conversation.
         

         
         “So this was punishment,” she shot back, trying to recover the edge she’d given up. “You disappearing all day, in a foreign country with no way for me to find you.” 

         
         “Don’t be ridiculous.”

         
         “It’s not ridiculous. It’s a pattern. I do something that makes you mad. You make me chase after you until I’m worried sick. And I can’t even apologize because
            by the time I find you, you’ve already moved on to the next absurdity.”
         

         
         “When have you ever apologized for anything?”

         
         Vivi noticed then that Calla was slurring. Or was she? Her voice shook, but it could have been hurt or anger or any one of
            the million emotions that Calla exhibited in a given day.
         

         
         “What’s wrong with you?” Vivi demanded. Somewhere inside of her, she knew she wasn’t being fair, not completely. But she’d
            given everything up to follow that damn letter and Calla’s gut instincts. Didn’t Calla owe her for that?
         

         
         “Because something always has to be wrong with me. It’s the only way your story makes sense.”

         
         “You’re drunk.” Vivi grew lofty and distant, the most direct course in provoking Calla’s temper. Pushing the buttons of sisterhood,
            a habit as regular as breathing. “You should sober up before we talk.”
         

         
         “You’re never happy unless you have a mess to fix. And even if there isn’t a mess, you create one in that overactive brain
            of yours. Where the hell is the medicine cabinet?”
         

         
         Vivi reached into her pocket and threw Calla’s pills at her. They smacked her on the chest. “You could just take one of these.”

         
         “Bee—” Calla regarded her soberly. “It isn’t what you think.”

         
         “It’s exactly what I think. It always is. You’ll never change.”

         
         “You’d like to believe that, wouldn’t you? It’s easier to obsess over me than to look at yourself in the mirror.”

         
         “I’m not the one who hides every time there’s a problem.”

         
         “Aren’t you? Tell me: did you ever actually say no to Samuel’s offer to move in? Or did you just do something to make it impossible for him to love you?” 

         
         Vivi began walking away.

         
         “Did you ever answer Dad’s calls after you left for college?” Calla continued. “Or did you wallow in your pen of anger, because
            it was easier than listening to what he had to say?”
         

         
         Vivi went into her room.

         
         “Did you ever ask why I painted Clio? Or why Wayland needed to destroy it?”
         

         
         Vivi shut the door. “Go away, Calla.”

         
         On the other side, Calla continued yelling at her. “You’re an addict too, Vivian Nguyễn. Dad and me, we might battle our need for alcohol and pills. But you’re addicted to avoidance. Snorting self-delusion. Anything
            you can do to forget that you are just as fucked up as the rest of us.”
         

         
         “I’m not.” Vivi said it softly, as if to herself. Her self-concept was wavering. She could feel the shift and wanted, like
            a child, to hold her hands against her ears. Her sister’s words were causing her physical pain, a jarring of her organs. “I’m
            not like you.”
         

         
         Calla thumped her fist on the door. It was asinine, this shouting match from separate rooms. But maybe it was the only way
            they could talk about any of it.
         

         
          “At least I’m honest about who I am. You’re terrified that if you’re forced to sit with your boring, unoriginal thoughts,
            then you might discover that maybe you’re not as healed as you think you are. You’re not as innocent or good as you want the world to believe.”
         

         
         “What do you know about goodness?”

         
         But even as she said it, Vivi knew it wasn’t right. Calla, who cried buckets over squirrels squashed in the road, who punched a kid that’d snapped Vivi’s bra, who could pinpoint the most vulnerable guest at a party and draw them out with the generosity of a person who well understood the hurt of isolation. Calla had always been good. That’s what Vivi was afraid of, that Calla, for all her many foibles, would turn out to be the better and more lovable sister. And Vivi, who behaved just as she was told to, might be the one hiding a seam of darkness that no one could ever accept. 

         
         Calla’s voice caught with a sudden earnestness. “I love you, I fucking love you, but you are broken, like me. Just like Dad
            and Mom. No amount of faking or forgetting will change what we went through. And you know what? I wouldn’t want to forget.
            I respect myself too much to lie. Can you say the same?”
         

         
         Vivi felt as if she were being pulled under, her protective garments washed away like pigments shaken from a brush. “Go to
            bed. We can call your doctor in the morning.”
         

         
         “I’ll give you his number myself. He prescribed the pills, you monumental idiot.”

         
         “I don’t believe you.” Vivi’s hands were on the wood. She could hear Calla’s heavy breathing on the other side.

         
         “They’re antipsychotics. I’ve been taking them for months. And going to therapy and doing everything I can not to fall apart
            again. Why, you might ask?” Vivi could almost taste the biting acidity in Calla’s words. “Because of you. Because of what
            you and Wayland did. Vivi, I know what happened after Enmeshment. And I’ll never forgive you for not being the one to tell me.”
         

         
         Vivi slumped to the floor, her head falling between her knees. Her mind was a whirlpool, all the thoughts spinning into the
            murk of her subconscious. There was a sudden silence outside her room, as if Calla had simply vanished.
         

         
         Then, after a handful of beats, Calla’s voice came, brittle as a cold snap, “I’m going home. Don’t you dare follow me.”

         
         There was a slam of the door, the clatter of suitcase wheels through the hallway. Calla was leaving. This time, Vivi didn’t
            feel the impulse to run after her. She didn’t want her here. Not when the memory was so imminent; the fangs of it pressed
            against her neck, drawing the blood that, once released, flowed too quickly and too easily.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 15

         
         
            One Year Before

         

         A Saturday in late September. The art glitterati appeared at the entrance of the Arlington Arts Collective in Bucktown, wearing
            their coats for the first time in the season, reaching for Sancerres over Pinot Grigios. They were newly returned from holidays
            abroad, awaiting their next acquisition with bated breath. Promise hanging like garlands in the air.
         

         
         Fueled by industry curiosity and Dominic Arlington’s hefty connections, Enmeshment had been well positioned for success. Initially, it did not disappoint. In one review of the opening, Vivi read about how
            guests wandered past Calla’s mixed-media paintings in collective awe. They were titillated into reaching for their pocketbooks,
            until one by one, discreet red stickers appeared beneath each piece.
         

         
         Everyone agreed: Calla’s work straddled a fine line between horror and beauty, presenting an unforgettable indictment of modern
            womanhood. If things had been different, Enmeshment might have cemented Calla’s place in the halls of young artists to watch.
         

         
         But, seemingly on the turn of a dime, Calla’s opening had devolved from one of dazzling promise into one of chaos and regret.
            That was the moment when Vivi entered the gallery.
         

         
         She’d been running late, scouring the proposal she was submitting for a conservators’ conference in London. If she were selected, it would be her first international conference and her first time abroad. And perhaps such an opportunity might blossom into others. More travel, more art, more freedom. She frequently lost hours to the proposal. Samuel proofread so many drafts that he could cite each argument by memory. 

         
         As she sent the proposal off with a swoop of triumph, she glanced at the clock. Cursing, she threw on her coat and raced northwest
            in a cab. There was an accident by the river that slowed her down, so by the time she finally arrived at the gallery, the
            opening was well under way. Vivi could only hope that there was enough of a crowd that Calla wouldn’t miss her.
         

         
         Calla hadn’t told her anything about Enmeshment. In fact, she’d been downright cagey when Vivi asked about it. A surprise, Calla said. Earlier that summer, the sisters hadn’t
            been talking as much as they usually did. Will catch up after the show, Calla had texted, adding a custom button emoji, her preferred signature. When they did speak, it was in snatches, always
            over the phone and never in person. Calla was, by turns, shaky with nerves and overconfident in her work. Enmeshment would be either a disaster or the greatest thing Dominic had ever shown in his gallery. Mediocrity had never been an option
            for her.
         

         
         Vivi was so glad to see Calla producing at all that she pocketed her worries and gave her sister space. It’d all be over after
            the opening anyway, and Calla would come racing back on the fumes of success, more ideas crowding that voracious brain of
            hers.
         

         
         At the gallery, Vivi pulled the door open and brought with her a strong gust of wind that nearly knocked her into the crowd
            gathered by the door. Her expectant expression faltered, then slid off altogether.
         

         
         Calla, wearing a sleek black sheath, looked drawn as she stood next to Wayland and Dominic. The three of them formed a beautifully
            lit diorama in front of one of Calla’s pieces, Clio, named after the goddess of history. Clio was priced so much more expensively than the rest of the pieces in the show that patrons speculated that the artist hadn’t really wanted to sell it at all. In predictable fashion, that speculation led those same patrons to determine Clio to be the most valuable, even if the reasoning behind that valuation was opaque to them. It had been the first painting to
            sell.
         

         
         Vivi herself was the subject. The underlying photograph was one that Wayland had taken of her when they were teenagers. That
            first photograph, snapped in his childhood bedroom when she’d visited him after he sprained his ankle in the woods, was both
            earnest and imperfect, a frozen sample from an epoch she’d rather forget. Her hair from her homegrown cut was matted at the
            temples and a spot of acne budded on her chin. Her mouth was slightly agape, as if she were on the verge of speaking. Way
            had displayed the photograph on his bookshelf, an act that filled Vivi with such embarrassed joy that she could hardly look
            at it without flushing. 
         

         
         In Clio, there was no such nascent tenderness, no unhurried nostalgia. Calla had blacked out Vivi’s eyes and inside of them, she’d
            painted a scene of a wedding, supplanting Vivi’s face for the bride’s. Inside the narrow opening of her mouth, a woodland
            tableau, dimly articulated yet striking, ghostly. Vivi hardly had time to consider Clio before the argument pulled her attention away.
         

         
         “You stole them,” Wayland said. He was staring with dumbfounded fury at Calla. “My photographs.”

         
         Dominic glanced at Calla. “They’re his?”

         
         “I was reimagining them.” No trace of apology marred her words.

         
         “You didn’t ask,” Wayland said.
         

         
         “You would have said no.”

         
         A murmur traveled through the crowd. It wasn’t plagiarism, not quite, but what Calla had done was certainly an unlawful appropriation.
            All the more scandalous because the work belonged to the artist’s husband. In the back, near the bar, a journalist scribbled
            in her pad, her tongue jiggling against the corner of her mouth in gleeful schadenfreude. Someone was muttering, Is this performance art? But Vivi immediately saw that they were serious, all three of them.
         

         
         “Hold on,” she began.

         
         “This is an unforgivable theft,” Wayland said, as if Vivi hadn’t spoken.

         
         “What’s mine is yours,” Calla said, still placid.

         
         Wayland sneered. “No wonder this is your first show, after all those years. Tortured Calla Nguyễn, who could never bear not to be the center of attention. And for what? You can’t create; you can only steal. What else have
            you taken for your art?”
         

         
         Vivi pulled on his arm. The accusation, if he let it stand, would never leave Calla. “Way, that’s enough.”

         
         He shrugged her off. Calla seemed callous in her distance. Eyes at half-mast, as if she were appraising a stretched canvas
            that wasn’t quite up to par.
         

         
         “Why?” he asked through a stiff jaw. “Just tell me why.”

         
         “For the same reason you keep fucking other people. Because I could.”

         
         Vivi wanted to curl in on herself. Their rage hurt her, physically hurt her. She said, faintly, “Stop it, you two, stop it.”

         
         She remembered wailing the same thing at her parents as they shouted above her head in the farmhouse kitchen. As a child,
            she’d always been afraid someone would discover their family’s dysfunction, then barge in to separate her and Calla. The memory
            summoned the old fear, tinged with crippling humiliation. She began to shudder as she took in the shocked faces around her,
            the sly photographs and texting fingers, eagerly sending out tentacles of gossip that would reach all corners of the city
            before long. You’ll never guess what happened with the Nguyễn sisters tonight.

         
         As if finally attuned to her pain, Wayland and Calla turned to her, equally beseeching. Part of her wanted to go to Calla;
            the other part longed to reach out to Wayland. If she could be their bridge, maybe she could mend this rift. All she knew
            was that she wanted to erase their confrontation, even if it meant turning from the truth and asking her sister to hide from
            it with her.
         

         
         Vivi said, “Tell him, Calla, tell him you didn’t do it. This was a misunderstanding. You would never.”

         
         Pain flashed in Calla’s eyes, like lightning caught in a bottle. Vivi could see her sister’s thoughts, as clearly as if they’d been written in the air. Vivi was choosing Wayland over her, leaving her behind. She’d broken their ironclad alliance. Deeper than the force of that betrayal, Vivi sensed Calla’s puzzlement. All their lives, each sister had served as the other’s witness, affirming what was real and what was fantasy. 

         
         Yes, he really slapped you, and it was wrong.

         
         Yes, she really left us, and it was wrong.

         
         Yes, yes, yes, it all really happened and it was wrong.

         
         What happened when the witness began to lie? When it turned out that the story of one’s life had been written not with ink,
            but with water that, under the press of time, dries to nothing?
         

         
         Seeing all this in her sister’s expression, Vivi immediately regretted her words. She reached for Calla, an apology on her
            lips, but it was too late. Calla had begun to flinch away.
         

         
         “Don’t touch me.”

         
         Dominic tried to take control of the situation by laying his hand on Wayland’s back. He meant to placate him, perhaps, or
            lead him out of the gallery so that his fury could diffuse into the night. Accustomed to agreeable patrons, people who revered
            him and his gallery, Dominic could not anticipate Wayland with his wild eyes and stoked anger. Way jerked from Dominic, then
            raised both palms to push him away with a force that made Dominic’s teeth clatter. There was a popping sound. For a moment,
            Vivi thought Wayland might have seriously hurt Dominic.
         

         
         But it was Dominic crashing onto Clio, his shoulder tearing through the bottom half of the painting. Vivi’s teenage face, crooked-toothed and sallow, unbeautiful
            and yearning, the farthest thing from a muse, towered above him. The younger her, lofty in her installation, was judging the
            group of them. All that talent and potential, and where had they ended up?
         

         
         Vivi wondered for a time afterward if Wayland had done it on purpose, but the truth was, it didn’t matter. Intention, an afterthought
            to consequence. Amid all her other concerns, she felt a pang for Clio. The piece had, for the briefest of moments, made her feel cherished. Despite the urgent and sinister tones of the piece, Calla had painted her as a powerful goddess, not a cowering kid. In her sister’s eyes, she was strong. 

         
         A silence settled onto the gallery. She thought Wayland was going to walk away. He should have. But instead, he took the nearest
            glass of Shiraz from a teetering table and flung it at the canvas. The wine soared in a graceful arc until it met its mark,
            splattering onto Vivi’s face, soaking into the canvas. Glass shattered on the cement floor.
         

         
         “Look. Now I’m an artist too,” Wayland said hollowly.

         
         “Get out,” Dominic said.

         
         Wayland spared him no glance. Instead, he took one last look at Clio, then at Calla, and finally at Vivi. The gaping crowd disappeared, and it was just the three of them, caught together.
         

         
         He said softly, all the fight disappearing from him, “I’m sorry, Vivi. You deserved better from us.”

         
         And he left. As soon as his footsteps faded, Calla began to laugh. Vivi stared before she realized. Calla was sobbing. Tears
            matted her cheeks and pooled along the divots in her neck. She wrung her hands like they were small birds to be put out of
            their misery.
         

         
         

         This was where memory deviated into all the alternate paths she and Calla could have taken.

         
         In one, Vivi didn’t think before she took her sister in her arms and led her out, away from Enmeshment and the stunned spectators, all those people who would never understand the terrible and transcendent love that could usher
            Calla to the extremes of feeling.
         

         
         Calla would stay with Vivi that night. Huddled together in her bed, Vivi would stroke her sister’s hair as they talked about
            different options for the future. Vivi, offering to write a statement that Calla could sign. Maybe a newspaper might pick
            it up; if not, Dominic could send it out to the guests.
         

         
         Vivi would say that they’d find a way to withdraw all the pieces from Enmeshment. Calla could paint over them if she wanted. She could put on a new show, if not with Dominic’s gallery, then another, better
            one. Or maybe Calla could teach; children loved her, after all. There would be a future after Wayland. She’d tell Calla that
            she deserved better from her husband.
         

         
         When Vivi finished talking, Calla would lean against her. “My annoying little life coach.”

         
         “Miscreant.”

         
         “I love you.” Calla’s cold feet would find hers, rub against them for warmth.

         
         Vivi would answer the way she always did. “Forever and a day.”

         
         The next morning, waking in the nest of each other’s arms, they’d start again.

         
         

         But that wasn’t what happened.

         
         Vivi waited too long to go to her sister. For a handful of loaded moments, the length of time it takes to latch a door closed,
            she let Calla cry alone. Then, with one wounded look around the room, Calla ran out of her own opening, still crying as she
            leapt in a cab and headed for the Pilsen loft. She packed her clothes and art supplies. She drove to Deer Creek to lick her
            wounds and, soon after, set off the chain of events that would lead Vivi around the world, still chasing her.
         

         
         After Calla left the gallery, it happened. The memory Vivi fought to bury.

         
         Wine on the floor, the gasps of spectators, the strains of infamy they’d all rehash over hundred-dollar brunches in River
            North, twisting Calla’s humiliation into a cautionary tale that they would swallow in gulps, reveling in its clean and satisfying
            burn.
         

         
         This is why you don’t get involved with an artist.

         
         At last, Vivi shook herself from her spell. She ran out, looking for her sister. Where were all the cabs? She stood on the sidewalk outside of the gallery, one foot near the entrance, the other on the leaf-mottled pavement, hand outstretched. If a taxi had arrived a moment sooner, then—well, again, another vanished path. 

         
         “Always rescuing the princess.” Wayland’s voice came to her from an alleyway beside the gallery. Smoke rose from an orange-budded
            cigarette hung loosely from his fingers. His tone was caustic and unfamiliar. Dangerous.
         

         
         But it was Wayland, her first true friend outside of Calla. Her family. She knew him, she loved him.

         
         She joined him. “You should go after her.”

         
         “Calla doesn’t want me. She doesn’t want anyone.”

         
         “There has to be a better way.”

         
         “I see what you did there.” His shoulders shook in a shallow huff of laughter.

         
         Sudden anger made her launch herself from the wall. “Just go home. Sober up. Find your wife.”

         
         “Where’s your boyfriend?” There was a barb in his words.

         
         “Far from here, thank God.” She was glad Samuel hadn’t witnessed this scene. It would horrify him, the cruelty the three of
            them were capable of. She began to turn away.
         

         
         Quick as anything, Wayland’s hand wrapped around her wrist. He pulled her back and spun her around so she was facing him.
            His cigarette fell among the piles of trash, forgotten. In the dim light, she saw the way his eyes glittered, a quick flame
            of possibility.
         

         
         “Why do you think she did it? Clio?” Wayland’s tone was that of a professor, patiently leading cow-eyed students to the obvious conclusion.
         

         
         “I couldn’t tell you.”

         
         “Do you want to know what I think?”

         
         “Let me go.”

         
         “I think she always understood how it was.” He leaned down toward her. “Don’t you?”

         
         She became too aware of her neck, her jaw, the glitching of her pulse.

         
         Wayland said, “That day by the creek. When we were seventeen. When you let me play Seekers.”

         
         Reluctantly, Vivi filled in the story. “It was the first time we let you come. You begged.”

         
         “I was the seeker. I cheated and followed you. You hid poorly, like you wanted me to find you.”

         
         “I didn’t.” The lie rattled loosely in her mouth.

         
         “Then I kissed you and you kissed me back. But Calla found us.”

         
         “She was upset, she ran away. She fell in the creek, banged her head on the rocks. Four stitches.” Vivi felt dazed, as if
            she were writing a story aloud with him. A story with an inevitable end.
         

         
         “That was when you stopped being my best friend.” The snake tattoo along his neck stretched as he lifted his head, forcing
            his gaze on her. “When you gave up on us.”
         

         
         “She loved you.”

         
         “I know. But I loved you first. I should have told you then. That day. All the days after. You loved me too.”

         
         “Adolescent love. Puppy love.”

         
         “We’ll never know, will we?”

         
         “No.”

         
         Then his mouth was on hers, breath hot and reeking of Scotch. Hands trailing up her waist, a heady continuation of their first
            and only kiss in the woods. At that moment, Vivi did not think of her tearful sister or the shocked crowd inside of the gallery.
            Samuel, even, occupied a different space in her heart. There was only Wayland, the neighbor boy who’d first seen her.
         

         
         For a moment, just one moment, she wrapped her hands around his head and pulled him closer. This. This was the air she’d been seeking.
         

         
         “It should have been us,” he murmured into her lips.

         
         At that, something broke through the fog of her want, and she twisted away, shoving him into the brick. The aftertaste of
            the kiss was sour. It was all wrong.
         

         
         There was a twitch of movement from the front of the alleyway. When she turned, it was gone. A yellow cab whizzed by, its roof sign flickering. Free. Not free. 

         
         Wayland gave a hiss of frustration as Vivi ran down the alleyway. He was yelling her name, howling it, with a plea that wrung
            her chest dry.
         

         
         The next day, he texted her. Please don’t tell her. I didn’t mean any of it.

         
         Ashamed, she didn’t call Calla right away. She didn’t confess to Samuel. She didn’t blow any of their lives up. What if she
            had? Would it have stopped anything? The longer she went, the harder it was to break the calcifying silence. The less she
            wanted to. Even now, she had not yet found a way to voice all her regrets. She only feinted and flinched from Calla and Wayland
            in the months after the opening, as if her avoidance might erase her crimes. Still hiding herself, knowing that, this time,
            she didn’t want to be found.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 16

         
         
            Present Day

         

         Two days after Calla left her in Arles, Vivi found herself loitering in front of the Forster, a weekday stream of dogwalkers
            and joggers coursing around her. Jet-lagged, aimless, she didn’t know exactly how she’d ended up back at the museum. Maybe
            she hoped for a glimpse of Blue Mirror, even though there’d be no way to access the painting now. It’d be shielded in Gallery C, protected by the guards who’d regard
            her with the faintly suspicious apathy they saved for overeager patrons. Abel hadn’t outright stated that she was banned from
            the Forster, so there’d be no legal recourse for her curiosity. But she remained outside, stalled by her own shame.
         

         
         In her most secret of hearts, she knew what she was hoping for. It was noon. Samuel usually brought his lunch, a sandwich
            from the corner bodega or a Tupperware of his ex-wife’s newest creation, but occasionally, he got restless and walked the
            streets with a granola bar like a modern flâneur. She longed for a glimpse of his striding confidence, the clear joy in his
            gaze as it swept around his surroundings. With him, she often wondered if joy was something you could borrow, like a toothbrush
            or a spare T-shirt. Used, then returned, none the worse for the wear.
         

         
         Samuel deserved to know that he was the one who’d led her to the journal buried under the bench in Arles. Him and Dr. Dirt. Maybe he’d even know what to do next. They’d always leaned on each other when one of them encountered an art conundrum they couldn’t solve alone. Their minds seemed to skip with the same cadence; words were often extraneous between them. 

         
         But now the silence was of a different sort, more conclusive. Many times since the night she left the Forster, she’d composed
            emails to him, hoping to explain it all, thinking that if she could find the most correct and earnest arrangement of words,
            he might forgive her.
         

         
         I would never hurt the art—

         
         I do love you, in the only way I know how—

         
         She deleted each email without sending it.

         
         Vivi counted the days. A little over a week between the moment when Calla appeared on the museum steps and this moment, when
            she stood alone.
         

         
         After all that, she didn’t even have her great-grandmother’s journal anymore. Calla had taken it with her when she’d left
            Maison de Notre Rêve, though Vivi didn’t understand why. It wasn’t like Calla could read French. But maybe Calla’s reason
            was as simple as love. That was more than Vivi could say for herself. Her own rationale had never been so clear.
         

         
         At this point, giving up agency would be a relief. Maybe the past had yielded all it would. 

         
         Then, as she turned from the Forster, she heard a dinging alert on her phone. She harbored a fleeting thought that Samuel
            had glimpsed her from his office window. Maybe he wanted her to meet him, to make everything right again. She fumbled to unlock
            her screen, but it wasn’t a text. Instead, an email had arrived from Paul Quân.
         

         
         
            
               
                  To: Vivian Nguyễn [v_nguyen@mail.com]
                  

                  From: Paul Quân [paul.quan@rathmore.edu]

                  Subject: an offering

                  Vivi,

                  I can’t seem to shake my curiosity about our conversation, these weeks later. Was the mysterious and melancholy artist your
                     Lý after all? Did he stay with Justine for the entire summer? In rereading my book manuscript—oh, endnotes, dreaded endnotes—I
                     see that summer of 1936 is an oddly silent one for Blanc, especially for one so typically prolific in his correspondence.
                     It’s as if a slice of his history has been gobbled up, leaving not a crumb behind for a scavenger like myself. It perturbs
                     me, this silence.
                  

                  And then I return to your letter from Lý with its strange sundial and all the yearning, the regret. There is something in the hand that feels important. Like a snag
                     of thread in an otherwise faultless tablecloth. I have honed an instinct for anomaly in my later years. Maybe now, I can admit
                     that you might not be quite as inept a researcher as I thought. Or maybe it’s simply a case of the broken clock being correct
                     twice a day.
                  

                  As an apology for my brusqueness, I have something to offer in return for the letter you (stupidly) relinquished. This morning,
                     I unearthed in one of my digital trash bins a scan of Blanc’s shipping log from 1943. (My organization, I confess, is not
                     exemplary.) The log was incomplete and largely nonsensical to me. Normally, I might have discarded the page; what evidence,
                     after all, can a stack of numbers and addresses really give us?
                  

                  But then I saw one entry that stood out from the rest. Instead of a street address, it was simply the name of a town—uncommon for someone like Blanc, who was regular in his denotations, if nothing else. “The house on the ravine, Long Xuyên, Việt Nam.” I couldn’t find a house that matched the description in Blanc’s source material. Why, I asked, would my old friend
                     have an interest in an obscure spot in a country he’d never visited or expressed interest in?
                  

                  It might be a coincidence. An aberration. Who am I to say! I’m including a copy of the shipping entry. You’ll notice that
                     Blanc sent rolls of canvas, paints, thinning agents, and sardines. A motley yet notable cache, no? Maybe it’s worth your time
                     to investigate. (It is not worth mine!) Despite my better impulses, I find myself rooting for you.
                  

                  Fortitude!

                  PQ

                  PS. I’ve been thinking of a quote from Antoine de Saint-Exupéry that I encountered last week. It reminds me of your Blue Mirror. “Love does not consist of gazing at each other, but in looking outward together in the same direction.” Beautiful, isn’t
                     it? Sad too. We never can really see each other, not even in the poetry of our fantasies.
                  

               

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 17

         
         Vivi didn’t notice how dim the light had gotten in her studio apartment. She’d been staring for what felt like hours into
            a satellite view of a town buffeted on the east by the squiggle of a river and hugged by fields of malachite in every other
            direction.
         

         
         In the early days of the twentieth century, back when South Việt Nam was still known as French-occupied Cochinchina, Long Xuyên was a developing outpost. Over time, the city grew, until it eclipsed its neighbors and became the capital city of the An
            Giang Province, an urban center that drew young people and, occasionally, tourists into the Mekong River Delta.
         

         
         Long Xuyên was also her father’s birthplace, the place he referred to often and with great longing as his true home. She hadn’t remembered
            until recently. When they were younger, Tuấn had occasionally traveled to Long Xuyên over the years whenever there was money to spare.
         

         
         The city was approximately a hundred and eighty kilometers southwest of Ho Chi Minh City, hovering toward the tip of the country’s
            rattling tail. Multistory buildings and strips of residences sprung up on either side of the floating market. Flat warehouse
            roofs and evenly spaced agricultural boundaries gridded the spaces beyond the concentrated city center.
         

         
         The house on the ravine. Tâm had mentioned such a house in her journal. But how many houses like that existed in 1943? Blanc’s entry seemed to indicate that the description was specific enough for the shipment to find its destination. But there were hundreds of tributaries spawning from the mother river, the mighty Hậu, and no way for her to know which held the secrets of her family’s past.
         

         
         Vivi’s eyes began to cross. Was that the flexuous river where her great-grandmother staged her death? Did she give birth to
            Vivi’s grandfather under that brown awning on the western edge of the bank? Or was it that corrugated roof on the northern
            side? She spent the night at her desk, forgetting dinner and sleep to research everything she could about Long Xuyên and its surrounding areas.
         

         
         By morning, she had made her decision. She’d go to Việt Nam and fumble her way around once she was there. Her roots had been in art scholarship, in panning for the specks of gold
            from meaningless sediment. If there was something left to find, she might be the one to find it. But she wouldn’t do it without
            Calla. In the eternal ledger between sisters, Vivi was deep in the red. Before that, however, she had one last thing to settle.
         

         
         She texted Wayland. Can we meet? I have some things to tell you in person.

         
         The dreaded ellipses. But then—

         
         The Point. I’ll be there in an hour after my run.

         
         

         There was a peninsula on the south side of the city where a graying seawall curved into the amorphous outline of a toadstool.
            On one side, sunbathers lay with knobby knees and tortoiseshell sunglasses that left medallions of pallor after their removal.
            On the other, Lake Michigan, blue as cornflowers in some lights, turbid laurel in others. Clouds strung across the invisible
            loom of the sky, while dogs huffed as their paws slapped the water.
         

         
         Once, before their rift, Calla would sit on the rocks in her red bikini, counting Vivi off as she dived into the lake. Ready, steady, go! Calla could not swim well, but she liked to watch Vivi’s purposeful strokes cutting through the waves. She’d remark that Vivi seemed more mechanical than human out there, arms pulling so vigorously they seemed driven by horsepower. Vivi was proud to be seen this way by her sister. Indomitable. 

         
         Even when the shoreline emptied of swimmers and became littered with tumbling fast-food wrappers, when winter began to whistle
            its fluty song, the sisters would meet at the Point. Over the years, as work and marriage and distance wedged between them,
            those meetings dwindled. And yet Vivi would always think of it as their spot.
         

         
         Now she waited for Wayland on the stone revetment that stood against Lake Michigan. She closed her eyes against the sting
            of the wind, imagining herself enfolded within the woods of Deer Creek, swimming in another, less magnificent and more potent
            body of water.
         

         
         She was kicking inside the artery of gold that stretched through the pines and birches until it met the Wolf River in a rushing
            exhale. Her toes sinking into the soft give of the creek floor. Instinctively, she listened for the echoes of two children
            who did not yet know all that awaited them on the untrammeled banks of the future.
         

         
         

         The sisters were floating on their backs, pinkies hooked. Every time one of them began drifting, the other tugged her back
            with a crook of the finger. Out, and back again. The effortless rhythm of salvation.
         

         
         From a faraway place, Calla asked, “You know why Dad is afraid of water?”

         
         “He’s not afraid. He just doesn’t like to swim. Like you.”

         
         “That’s what he says. Because: can you imagine him admitting any weakness?”

         
         “Guess not.” Vivi paused to concede the point. “Okay then, why is he afraid?”

         
         “Mom told me. One of his relatives drowned in the river near their home. Or maybe it was the bath.”

         
         “You can’t drown in a bath, Button.”

         
         “Anyway, Dad’s family started thinking of it as a curse. No one was allowed to go near water after she died. They even moved away from the river, into the city, and as for Dad . . .” 

         
         Calla’s voice was fading. When Vivi turned to her, Calla had already disappeared. Vivi strained her fingers, searching for
            her sister’s hot clasp, the revelations that were just out of reach. What else was she going to say? Vivi dove under, parsing
            through the waves for Calla, but her hands met emptiness.
         

         
         She was holding her breath. A burble, a press of pain. Just a bit longer. Her body could hold so much—the past, the present,
            the unknowable spaces in between—so long as she kicked against the inexorable tug of the darkness beneath her. 
         

         
         

         When Vivi finally gasped up for air, reality descended like a star shower. The moment at the creek slipped away and she was
            back on Lake Michigan, alone, dreaming along the seawall. She scooted back from the rocks.
         

         
         “Viv? What are you doing out there?”

         
         In the distance, a figure stood against the white light. Wide shoulders, a daredevil slouch to his stance. Vivi raised her
            hand in greeting. She was shaken but determined not to show it. More and more, reality felt like a room she could slip in
            and out of, its walls porous and suggestive.
         

         
         Wayland jogged to her side. He wore a pair of loose sweatpants, a shirt that bore the logo of his filmmaking union. Once he
            reached the wall, he shook his hair. Dark wings framed his features. Upturned eyes, a gift from his Chinese mother, and pale
            skin from his Irish-Welsh-everything-else father.
         

         
         “If it isn’t my former sister-in-law.”

         
         “I prefer friend.” She smiled despite the awkwardness. With Wayland, happiness was habit.

         
         “Is that what we are? Friends who avoid each other for a year?” But he was already pulling her in for a hug, rubbing his cheek
            against her hair like a collie finding its favorite spot.
         

         
         They settled next to each other in the grass. He stretched his legs in front of him and watched the runners panting on the paths in their sleek, neoprene gear. 

         
         “I’m sorry,” Vivi said. “For never answering your texts or calls.”

         
         “I knew why.”

         
         “Calla told me the divorce was final. Sorry for that too.”

         
         “Why? It wasn’t your fault. We were never going to make it.” He took a long blade of grass between his fingers and tied it
            into a bow, then placed it on Vivi’s knee.
         

         
         “Why did she paint Clio?”
         

         
         He sighed. “Now?”

         
         “Please.”

         
         “She found a video that I made.” He took out his phone. “Do you want to see it?”

         
         Vivi hesitated for a moment, then nodded. The bow of grass blew from her knee.

         
         The video was in black-and-white. There was no sound. It began with a cloudy haze sharpening into Vivi’s fourteen-year-old
            face, young and a little startled, a crewneck hugging her thin torso. It was the first photo Wayland took of her, the same
            portrait trapped within Clio. As soon as Vivi registered the image, the photograph transitioned into a new one. In the next, two gloved hands hung together
            against the sky, thumbs hooked together. Fingers splayed like the wings of a bird, snow in the distance. Then, a shot of Vivi
            in the midst of jumping off a stone pillar. Bent over a book on Wayland’s swinging bench, flicking him off with chipped fingernails
            on the way to school. And later yet, at Rathmore, Vivi side-eyeing some pretentious senior’s joke at a house party; sleepily
            dancing with a groomsman at Wayland and Calla’s wedding. The photos cut so quickly between one another that the impression
            left was one of urgency and decline, like a rocket hurtling too swiftly into an abyss.
         

         
         With each image, Vivi heard the faint ringing surrounding those lost moments, all those snatches of confessions and laughter
            and arguments that defined their trio’s story.
         

         
         The video ended. It couldn’t have been longer than thirty seconds. There was no title, no credits, only the rush of white finality. Wayland put the phone away. 

         
         “I don’t know why I made that goddamn video. I found a box of photos of you, all the ones I’d taken over the years, and I
            wanted to do something with them. Calla thought that the video was evidence of how much I loved you. How she’d always be second
            best.”
         

         
         “That’s not true, though.”

         
         He didn’t answer. Vivi intuited in a place deeper than knowledge what Calla must have feared. It was the same fear as hers.
            That, taken alone, she wouldn’t be enough to make someone stay. Suddenly, Vivi felt a crushing anger toward Wayland.
         

         
         “Was she right? Did you sleep with all those women, the ones she painted over in Enmeshment?”
         

         
         Wayland swallowed and moved restlessly. Sitting up, laying back down. He was, at once, remorseful and defiant. She could see
            him wrestling with which version of the story to give her.
         

         
         “Our marriage wasn’t what you think. Neither Calla nor I were faithful. It wasn’t something we talked about. But I knew about
            the men she’d run off with from time to time. She knew about the women. It was the cost of being together.”
         

         
         “But it hurt her. Your infidelity.”

         
         “We were both hurt.”

         
         “So why couldn’t you have just ended it and saved us all the trouble?”

         
         He leveled Vivi with a long, searching gaze. “For the same reason we can’t let go of you. Before I moved to Deer Creek, I’d
            only known some pale approximation of family. You and Calla became my sisters, my parents, my kin. It was deeper than friendship.
            We were all soul mates. The way I love her—you—is tied up in my most essential self.”
         

         
         “And now?”

         
         “It’s time to grow up. Calla was afraid of what that would mean. In her mind, you would never accept any part of her that
            wasn’t what you wanted to see. She was complicated. Not just a victim. Not just your little sister.”
         

         
         “I know that.”

         
         “Did you, though? I worry that you’ve spent your life trying to keep her from growing up. Do you ever wonder why?”

         
         Vivi paused. Why couldn’t she allow her sister the right of evolution? Calla was no longer five years old, the sleeping beauty Vivi was tasked with
            guarding. In Vivi’s unflinching fidelity to the child version of Calla, the sweet-cheeked girl who hid in the woods, had she
            inadvertently stunted Calla’s growth, stripping her of the nuance that made her a fully realized person? Ideals were only
            beautiful until they became a shield against one’s fears.
         

         
         But if Vivi wasn’t the protector, then who was she? What value could she command in the world, without Calla?

         
         Wayland gave her a pitying look. “Your sister wore a thousand masks and switched them out like a person switches shoes. But
            she gave you the best part of herself. You are the love of her life. Maybe the only person she could love unselfishly.”
         

         
         “There’s no such thing as an unselfish love. Not for people like us.” She thought of Samuel rushing into the conservation
            lab, finding the abandoned key, the stripped painting. She never deserved him. And, as Vivi had long suspected, he did not
            deserve her.
         

         
         “She’s taken off again, hasn’t she?” Wayland asked.

         
         “Yes. She’s not in the Pilsen apartment, or any of her usual haunts.”

         
         His smile was faint but sincere. “And you, always seeking.”

         
         “I have to, Way. You know I do.”

         
         “Calla’s in Deer Creek. At least, I think so. We still share a credit card. I keep meaning to cancel it. The last charge was
            for a gas station outside of town.”
         

         
         “What’s she doing in Wisconsin?”

         
         “I don’t know. But I hope she’s happy. Despite what you might believe about me, Viv, I will always want her to flourish. She’s
            family.”
         

         
         As he spoke, he ran his hand over the top of the grass, like a barber inspecting a buzzcut. His socks, she noticed, were sprinkled with tiny black skulls. Vivi debated telling Wayland about the letter and sketch; the journal in Arles; what she thought awaited them in Việt Nam. But in the end, she didn’t say a word. It was a secret between sisters.
         

         
         He stopped grazing the grass. He took her hand, then held it up against the sun, a five-fingered blemish over the bright stretch
            of sky.
         

         
         “No antlers?” he asked.

         
         “Calla has it.”

         
         “I never knew which one of you would be wearing that ring in a given week.”

         
         It was an impractical piece of jewelry. The prongs sometimes resembled thorns and over the years, they often caught on stray
            threads and got in the way of Vivi’s work at the Forster. But she never took it off unless forced.
         

         
         As soon as Calla saw the ring on Vivi’s finger, one cool spring evening as they played Seekers in the woods, she cajoled and
            pouted and bargained until Vivi promised they could take turns. Starting now? Calla had asked. The very moment Vivi handed the ring over, Calla slid it onto her thumb, because it was too large for any
            of her other fingers. Outwardly, Vivi had given her sister an indulgent smile, but she fought an internal surge of annoyance.
            Now that May was gone, they were left scavenging over the scraps of her, like starving baby vultures. Somewhere within her
            young mind, Vivi realized that scarcity would become the lens through which they viewed all beautiful things.
         

         
         Wayland let her hand drop. “Did I ever tell you about my documentary? It’s about a group living in this remote settlement
            in the Andes. They call themselves Los Brillantes, the Bright Ones. They believe in metempsychosis, the transmigration of
            souls. There’s a big ritual after every death in the community in which they redirect the departed souls where they want them
            to go.
         

         
         “I didn’t really buy into anything they said when I first met them. But somewhere along the way, I began thinking of belief and mythology, and how both are intrinsically linked to longing. Isn’t the belief in reincarnation simply a desire to keep the person you’ve lost? The alternative—living with aloneness—might be too much for the human constitution to bear.” 

         
         “Who wants to live with aloneness?” An edge of defensiveness knifed into her question, which was only rhetorical on its surface.

         
         “Some could ask: who wants to live with all that combustible hope?”

         
         A giant bee looped between them. Its buzz grew louder and its down brushed her cheek. They sat motionless, as if spelled by
            the hum of the bee, the echo of his question.
         

         
         She said, “Go ahead. Tell me what you want to tell me.”

         
         “I’m trying to say that you are drowning in your own longing, Vivi. Your belief in what was instead of what is. You want so badly to reach Calla, to save her from herself, but you never consider the possibility of
            simply letting her go.”
         

         
         “But when we played Seekers—”

         
         “Fuck the games. We’re adults now.” His voice rose, startling the bee. It flew off into the grass, then made a drunken path
            toward the runners near the lake. He lowered his voice. “Maybe all of us should find a way to let the past finally die.”
         

         
          “I’m not sure how to do that.”

         
         “You’ll figure it out. You always do. Never forget that you and your sister are survivors.”

         
         He was right. They had survived everything life pitched their way. But it’d never mean anything if they didn’t have each other.
            He saw the look on her face and sighed.
         

         
         “Go on. You know she’s waiting for you there.” 

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 18

         
         Vivi turned off the exit for Deer Creek. The same scraggly branch jangled against the welcome sign, as if it hadn’t been clipped
            once in the years since she’d lived there. The sign was a faded landscape undertaken by a Kinkade enthusiast whose brief sojourn
            in the town was characterized by florid public works projects and bad checks. The overlaid white script read: Deer Creek: A Home for the Generations. Behind the lettering, the artist had painted a lush village with stone houses and a wide, sunlit creek. It didn’t bear any
            resemblance to the town Vivi had known.
         

         
         There were few creeks left in their hometown; forty years ago the land had become parched as a piece of stale toast. Some
            told urban legends of a Satanist cult that had sucked the land dry in a ritual sacrifice. More practical speculators said
            that an unexpected drought had wreaked havoc on all the local bodies of water in the late eighties. In either case, only a
            handful of rivulets ran through now.
         

         
         One, sunken into the woods behind the yellow farmhouse, remained a secret between three old friends.

         
         As Vivi drove, she traced the crumbling public library with its frequently stuck sliding doors, four blocks down from the rows of unclaimed spots in the high school lot, empty during the summer, save the skateboarders doing wheelies up and down the front entrance. There was the DrugMart where Calla once stole a sleeve of rainbow-colored fruit Mentos. (Vivi went back and paid for it by slipping a dollar bill under the register when the boy behind the counter wasn’t looking.) The movie theater where Vivi and Wayland snuck in to see Rocky Horror Picture Show and shyly touched knees between the worn-down seat cushions.
         

         
         The past perched next to her in the passenger’s seat, whispering its many confessions.

         
         Back in June, Samuel had asked to come with her to her father’s funeral. He wanted to help and he wanted to see where she
            grew up. She’d said so little about Deer Creek. As they lay in bed, legs spliced together like cards in a deck, he tilted
            her face up so he could look into her eyes. I can take it, Viv. Anything you need to feel, I can be there to feel it with you. A part of her wanted nothing more than to hold his hand as she reentered that dark fairy tale she’d outgrown. But the larger,
            louder part wanted to warn him away. 
         

         
         Soon she came upon the fanned-out branches of the redbud tree by the country road. She turned onto their old street and slowed
            the car to a creep. The Howards’ blue colonial rose before her first, a bit faded and worse for wear, but still showy. Puffed
            up like an overdressed guest at a summer barbecue. Way’s parents were long gone, back in Baltimore, shuddering over that time
            they had spent in the sticks of the Midwest. Now there was a Volvo in the drive, one she didn’t recognize. A sprinkler rattled
            its neck over an overgrown lawn, drenching a chew toy left in the grass.
         

         
         She pulled her gaze over to the yellow farmhouse. In the drive, a nondescript car bearing Illinois plates was parked at a
            hasty angle. The house had a crestfallen air, as if suffering from a recent disappointment. All the shades were drawn, except
            for one up front that revealed a wedge of a dark interior. Not much had changed, aside from the height of the scaly-barked
            red pines, which now blocked out much of the late afternoon sun.
         

         
         A superstitious fear detained Vivi from going inside, convincing her that if she stepped into the house again, she’d shrink down into the ten-year-old child with her back against a door. For so long, she told herself she didn’t belong in this small town, in this predictable life. She and Calla both did. They’d skirted their childhoods, disavowed their pasts. And maybe it had finally come true: they’d traveled so far that it might be impossible to find the old versions of themselves again. 

         
         The front door of the farmhouse was unlocked. It gave easily when Vivi pushed, as if relieved to have the chance to release.
            Inside, the furniture was dusty yet undisturbed from its familiar arrangement. Even Tuấn’s oxblood recliner still swiveled toward the television set, like he’d just gotten up to grab a beer from the fridge. On
            the shrine, the ancestors looked out dispassionately. Vivi rummaged in her purse for the stolen photo of Tâm at the party in Arles and stuck it next to the one of her grandfather Huy. The resemblance between mother and son was glancing
            at best, but it didn’t matter. Like called to like.
         

         
         Vivi went to the kitchen. The stovetop still exuded the worn-in pungency of scorched cheese and coffee grounds spilling over
            from the phin their parents used. On the counter, a cookbook lay open. A worm-eaten tomato sat on the sill, sunken in on itself
            like an organ on an operating tray, abuzz with growth. Vivi slung it into the trash can and scrubbed her hands.
         

         
         Had Calla carried the tomato home from the farmer’s market after the funeral, preparing to make a sandwich? Or had it been
            rotting for even longer, since when Tuấn was still alive?
         

         
         Sometimes Vivi let herself think of his last days. Even in his most turbulent of times, her father had loved the rhythms of
            living among the livestock farms and cherry orchards of Wisconsin. He believed there was dignity to such a life, even if he
            didn’t farm himself. He’d stand by the fence and rock as he smoked, watching the unwinding of a peaceful world. But it wasn’t
            enough, this beauty, this hidden solace. Why had he made the decision to get in the truck and drive to his death that early
            summer morning? It could have been an accident. But his instinct toward self-destruction usually proved stronger than all
            others. With that choice, he left them, just as surely as May did. If not deliberately, then through negligence.
         

         
         In an unexpected show of competency and selflessness, Calla had volunteered to handle the postmortem arrangements after their father’s death: putting the house up for sale, paying the last of the bills with Tuấn’s modest savings, driving the unwanted belongings to Goodwill. Vivi had let her take over because she was tired of the memories
            of him rearing up toward her at every turn. She wanted to be done with him. Looking around, Vivi saw that her sister hadn’t undertaken
            any of the things she’d promised.
         

         
         Maybe it’d been too much for her. Vivi couldn’t shake the thought that Calla’s preoccupation with Blue Mirror began in those early moments of rootless mourning, among the ghosts in that abandoned farmhouse who would never, could never,
            give Calla what she needed. Yet they were back here, both sisters. The woods were calling to them again.
         

         
         As if she were following an invisible rescue rope, Vivi made her way into their old bedroom. Between the twin beds sat the
            nightstand with the rickety top drawer that never closed completely. She didn’t have to open it to know exactly what she would
            find inside: gum wrappers folded into paper stars and dried tubes of Bonne Bell chapstick and lovesick notes never sent. An
            archive of teenage life, imperfectly preserved but still robust with meaning.
         

         
         She could have drawn the entire room by memory. On the wall, indie band posters and cheap art-print reproductions tacked up
            with yellowed tape; on the shelves, dog-eared paperbacks. A corkboard, pinned with photos of their friends, sat above a row
            of Calla’s track medals. Gold and silver, only lightly tarnished by time.
         

         
         Vivi had once loved watching her sister run. Despite Calla’s slight stature, she had such an effortless command of her body.
            Her limbs seemed to defy gravitational pull. Other runners underestimated her, and she’d lope past them with an easy smile
            on her face, as agile as the deer who vaulted through the woods.
         

         
         The closet door was ajar. Vivi pushed aside the hangers to reveal the mural she knew would be hidden along the northwest corner.
            The mural was faded now, peeling in scabby clumps of acrylic, but it was just as she remembered it.
         

         
         When Calla was in fourth grade, she had gotten it in her head to paint an underwater scene on the wall. She’d just seen Free Willy and wanted to portray the ocean that the orca had longed for. Vivi warned her against it, but once Calla stumbled on an impulse,
            she couldn’t rest until the urge was sated. She took stiff-haired brushes and pots of paints from the art room at school,
            then set to work.
         

         
         On her mural, filaments of light flirted with the shifting blues in the water. Sand-submerged creatures shook up puffs of
            ocean floor. The strokes were imperfect, of course; back then, Calla had been a novice at technique and nursed that child’s
            tendency toward exaggerated form and flattened colors. But it was the first time Vivi had understood her sister’s potential
            so clearly. She did not know what to make of the despair that trickled inside of her like a bathtub leak.
         

         
         The day after Calla finished painting, Tuấn found her mural. Calla had grabbed Vivi’s hand, petrified. They thought he would yell. Possibly destroy the mural. The worst
            thing he could have done was laugh at Calla. But he only stared at the ocean scene with some odd wistfulness, as if looking
            upon a place he’d seen once before.
         

         
         Add green into the waves, he’d said. It’ll give them more depth.

         
         Calla was stunned. Vivi, sinking against the wall, found herself beset by a bewildered envy that only grew as, after that
            day, a set of watercolors or a cheap sketchbook would sometimes appear on Calla’s pillow, never with an explanation. They
            were not extravagant offerings, but offerings all the same.
         

         
         Calla did end up adding a streak of green into the shadows of the waves. Their father had been right. That contrast made the
            mural leap off the wall.
         

         
         Now, Vivi pinched an edge of the peeling paint and tore it off in a slow and satisfying strip. She let the paint fall like
            a ribbon of flayed skin.
         

         
         

         From the gable window, Vivi could see into the backyard, where Tuấn's shed sat. He’d built it himself a few years before the accident, nailing mismatched planks into a rectangular exterior with two small, irregular windows set a touch too high. A rusted roof lay like an open book on the top of the structure. Over time, the surrounding foliage had begun to drag the shed back into the earth, so what remained was a tired sag of tin and plywood clinging to its last semblance of utility. 

         
         Vivi went down the stairs and out the back door, picking through the clusters of cockleburs and the pigweeds that scratched
            against her shins. The rusted padlock on the shed was broken, its shackle dangling from the looped closure. Even then, she
            hesitated. She could hear the pitiless incursion of her father’s anger.
         

         
         You’ll take this from me too?

         
         She pushed the door open and stood in the dim exterior, letting her gaze adjust. Unlike the rest of the house, the shed was
            neatly tended, belying its ill-kempt exterior. Along one wall stretched a wooden board with filing cabinets shoved beneath
            to form a makeshift table. Sealed boxes had been stacked in the corners, casting columnar shadows on the floor. Vivi was disappointed
            and relieved. All that subterfuge for what was, essentially, a storage space.
         

         
         But after she got on her tiptoes and shoved the drapes of the windows aside, letting in the rush of light, she saw that each
            wall was plastered in shades of blue. Ultramarine and cobalt; peacock and Côte d’Azur; boundless and vivid.
         

         
         Heavyweight cotton pages had been taped haphazardly together to form a strange and arresting wallpaper of K. P. Lý landscapes. They were all paintings, Calla’s copies, Vivi was sure. A sudden gust of wind from the open door swept in and
            dislodged a handful of the paintings, agitating them around her like a tempest. The edge of one brushed against her lip and
            gave her an invisible paper cut that smarted for days afterward when she spoke.
         

         
         Vivi stooped to pick up the fallen paintings, studying them up close. There were the better-known ones: Moonbathers and Terrible Feast and Azure Sails. Their familiarity soothed her eye, even as they unnerved her. Lý’s whole oeuvre, replicated in exquisite detail in a tiny shed in the Wisconsin woods. What would the artist have made of
            this transposition of his work? Like a repeating motif, copies of Blue Mirror appeared in the midst of the other paintings, the lone portrait, the instigator of their madcap journey.
         

         
         Calla may have thought she was leaving the mystery behind, but it was clear that the mystery would never leave her.

         
         Beyond the shed, a fence lay in disrepair, its post scattered at an oblique angle. Once, that fence had hemmed the border
            of their imagination. Tuấn never went into the woods, and so, it had become a boundary like so many other boundaries of transgression—liminal yet potent,
            able to delineate between permissibility and its wilder, less known sister, possibility. Leaping that fence had always felt
            like breaking an invisible barrier. On one side, worry and smallness; on the other, a luminous continent sprawling to meet
            their eager feet.
         

         
         There was a movement in the woods. Just a twitch of shadow. A deer, a swooping kestrel, wind stirring a loose tree limb. Vivi
            told herself it was nothing.
         

         
         But she ran to the fence, jumping over its fallen post, letting her feet retrace the paths through the clearing of the past.
            And in the running, she felt an unrestrained glee that managed to overtake every hesitation burrowed in her chest. A crackle
            of leaves underfoot, the stink of mulch returning to earth, her legs pushing her into the jack pines with the effortless instinct
            of a body doing what it was trained to do. 
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 19

         
         “Found you.”

         
         Calla was floating in the creek, fully clothed, her arms crossed on her chest, like Dalí’s watercolor Ophelia. Her eyes were
            closed, her lips pale.
         

         
         She didn’t stir when she replied. “I wasn’t hiding.”

         
         “You shouldn’t be out here alone. Especially when you can’t swim.”

         
         “It’s three feet deep.”

         
         “People drown in bathtubs all the time.”

         
         “Is that true?”

         
         “I don’t know, someone told me that once.” Kneeling a few feet away from her sister, Vivi said, “I saw the paintings in the
            shed. They’re good, Button. Really good.”
         

         
         “The best things I’ve done, and they don’t even belong to me.”

         
         After a moment, Calla stood and shook her hair out. She was right; the water only reached her hip. She wafted to the bank
            and hoisted herself onto a rock. She was wearing one of Vivi’s vintage tees, left behind when Vivi went to Rathmore. Fleetwood
            Mac, “Sisters of the Moon.” Sopping wet now, hanging from Calla’s frame like an ancient oracle’s beard. Calla wrung the edge
            of the shirt, squeezing out the dirty water.
         

         
         Vivi pushed down her urge to complain about the borrowed shirt and sank down on the damp grass next to her. “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry for what happened after Enmeshment. It was the biggest mistake of my life. And you’re right. I should have been the one to tell you.”
         

         
         Calla’s arm was puckered in goose pimples. Droplets of water still clung to the fine hairs there. It was September in Wisconsin,
            and there was a boreal sting in the wind, just the smallest admonishment of fall. She shivered. Vivi passed her coat over
            and Calla shrugged it onto her wet shoulders. They sat for a few moments, flicking at the creek with their feet.
         

         
         “Say something, Calla. You can yell at me. You can push me into the water. Just—don’t look at me like that.”
         

         
         “Like what?”

         
         “Like you don’t know me.”

         
         Finally, Calla sighed. “I do know you. That’s what makes it so hard. That night after the show. I was going to leave, but
            then I had the cab turn around. I don’t know why. I felt bad about how it all went down. Maybe I just wanted you. And then
            I glanced in the alley and I saw you kissing him. Or he was kissing you.”
         

         
         “Both,” Vivi said miserably.

         
         Calla shot her a sharp look. There was, maybe, a bit of admiration in it. Vivi wondered if Calla expected deflection.

         
         “I figured. It was weird; I’d dreaded the moment for so long that you’d think I’d be immune to surprise. It was inevitable
            really. You and him. The star-crossed lovers.”
         

         
         “It wasn’t like that. I walked away from him. I knew it was wrong, Calla, I did. It never happened again.”

         
         “I know that too. I see you, Vivi. I see what you’re capable of, and I know you’re not capable of hurting me on purpose. But you did. God, did you
            both wreck me.” Calla pressed her lips together. They were chapped like mountain ridges. “The worst part was your silence.
            I waited and waited, thinking each time you called that that would be the moment when you pulled the curtain down between us. But you talked about stupid things, the museum, gossip from
            Rathmore, things I didn’t give a shit about, and never anything I did. I think I would have forgiven you if you’d just told
            me.”
         

         
         “I was afraid to lose you.”

         
         Calla gave her a wry smile.

         
         “Please forgive me,” Vivi said. “Or don’t. But don’t shut me out, Button. I can’t keep losing you.”

         
         Vivi was crying; or it was some strange pantomime of tears. Her shoulders heaved, her breathing was choked, but nothing came
            out. She felt as if she were hyperventilating. There were emotions that couldn’t find release. Calla would be justified in
            walking out of her life and there’d be nothing Vivi could do to stop her.
         

         
         Then her sister reached over and wound her hand into Vivi’s, braiding their fingers together. She squeezed ferociously, the
            way she used to when Vivi woke from a night terror in their childhood. One, two pumps, a steadfast resuscitation. I am here. You are not alone. Vivi’s breaths began to even.
         

         
         Finally, Calla said, “Come on. I have something to show you at the farmhouse. Another letter.”

         
         Vivi struggled to modulate her breathing. “From Lý?”
         

         
         “No. From Dad.”

         
         

         Back in the farmhouse, Calla showered and changed. She came down in Tuấn’s faded robe, smelling of his Old Spice shampoo, her face scrubbed free of dirt from the woods. On the pine table in the
            kitchen, Vivi had arranged items from the pantry, all likely expired, onto their mother’s stoneware platter. Sesame crackers
            and Flower-brand pâté, canned hearts of palm, a pungent tangle of spicy, dried squid. Tuấn used to sit up late listening to Vietnamese music, beer in one hand, a clutch of squid in the other.
         

         
         Ever the traditionalist, he eschewed the newly emergent V-Pop movement for the folk ballads of his youth. Vivi had found the
            music insistently sentimental, privately referring to their collective as the Whining of the Ancestors. Now, she wondered
            if she was only too jejune to understand that Tuấn’s devotion to the music was an outcropping of his diasporic yearning. Home, for a Vietnamese person, would always be a fraught thought exercise. 

         
         Calla moved to the kettle and filled it.

         
         “You still know where everything is,” Vivi observed.

         
         “Some things, you don’t forget.”

         
         “What was he like before he died? Dad?” Vivi surprised herself with the question. She had thought of her curiosity toward
            him as an anthropological one, but now she found herself leaning in for the answer.
         

         
         Calla sat across from her, reaching for a cracker. “These are stale. I don’t know how to answer that, Bee. I was getting to
            know him again and in a lot of ways, it was like getting to know a stranger.”
         

         
         “He wasn’t like the dad we knew?”

         
         “That’s the thing. We remember different versions of him. After you left for college, it was just him and me. I was so fucking
            mad at you. I knew you had to go. But I was also sad, just heartbroken that you could leave me. Wayland was the only person
            I could count on.”
         

         
         Vivi hadn’t thought of how her departure had pushed the two of them together. How it might have pushed Tuấn and Calla together too, in unexpected ways.
         

         
         “Did Dad hit you?” she asked, voice tight. Tuấn had only tried corporeal punishment a few times in their youth, but those few times were enough to leave an indelible imprint.
            Vivi still flinched at sudden sounds and movements, like a rabbit startled by a bark.
         

         
         “No, nothing like that. He just ignored me completely.”

         
         “Thank God.” Calla gave her an incredulous stare. Vivi amended her statement. “I mean, thank God that he didn’t hurt you.”

         
         “There are lots of ways to cause a person pain.”

         
         Calla was dredging her fingers through the cracker crumbs, making mandalas on the table. “At first, I felt so alone. So extraneous. And then I was just plain bored. That’s when I started drinking. Found a group of seniors who didn’t mind when I tagged
            along while they partied. And you weren’t writing or calling.” 
         

         
         Vivi knew this was true. She was trying to make a new life for herself and she was afraid that Calla would pull her backward. Under the table, she pinched her thigh, a punitive gesture that changed nothing at all. 

         
         Calla went on. “I did everything I could to escape that loneliness. But even within the mess that was my teenage years, there
            were moments of—not happiness, that’s not right—moments of harmony between Dad and me, I guess. Sometimes we’d eat dinner
            together, chewing our food like cows. Once or twice, he asked me what I was painting. Mostly we stayed in our own rooms and
            waited each other out. He was still drinking, but he wasn’t an angry drunk anymore. Just a resigned one. I didn’t care one
            way or another. I was drinking too, secretly, wherever I could. What a pathetic pair we were.”
         

         
         “Is that why you followed me to Rathmore? Because you didn’t want to be alone anymore?”

         
         Calla smiled slightly. “And because Wayland was going to Columbia College.”

         
         “What changed with Dad? In the years before he died, I mean.”

         
         “I saw hints of who he could be after you left for college, but sobriety was what finally did it. Transformed him, you could
            say. He’d come to an impasse with his anger. That’s how he put it. It was like staring down this great bull who wouldn’t budge.
            And he kept trying to fly at it from all angles, to knock it down, but then he realized: he could just turn around and walk
            away.”
         

         
         “Dad said all that?” Tuấn, even in his best moments, would never have been described as voluble.
         

         
         “Yeah. When I finally came back to Deer Creek, I couldn’t recognize him. You know, I’d never pictured him without some sort
            of scowl. He seemed afraid to smile, like it would crack his face open. But then I saw his smile—Bee, his real smile. Sort
            of shy and silly and always when you least expected it. Even the way he moved was more fluid, less jerky, like someone had
            removed a steel rod from his skeleton. And when we talked, it seemed that he was listening with his whole mind, not just a
            sliver of it.”
         

         
         “I wish I’d been able to experience that version of him.” It was the first time Vivi could admit that, maybe, there was a side of her father that might’ve been hidden from her. 

         
         “I never really knew what made him want to be sober. People talk about rock bottom. I had the sense that, for him, it was
            exhaustion. Or maybe plain old common sense. It’s what did it for me.”
         

         
         “I believe you, you know. I’m sorry I didn’t before.”

         
         “I guess I wouldn’t have either, in your place. I still have my moments of relapse. You’ve seen them. I know I’m not a perfect
            sober citizen. But mostly, I’m okay.”
         

         
         “Good. Good. I’m proud of you, Button.” She paused. “No, not just proud. I’m in awe of you.”
         

         
         Calla pulled an envelope from the pocket of the robe and pushed it across the table to Vivi. “This had fallen behind the end
            table in his bedroom. When I opened the window to air the stink, the wind blew the envelope out. The letter is in Vietnamese.
            I ran it through a translation app. But you won’t need that.”
         

         
         The envelope was unstamped and unsealed, thick with irregularly folded pages. The handwriting was the same as it’d ever been,
            slashing and hurried, slanting so far to the right that the letters seemed to topple along the invisible horizon of the baseline.
            The recipient’s address was unrecognizable to Vivi, except for the city. Long Xuyên. The letter was dated the week before their father’s death.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Interstitial

         
         
            June 4, 2022

            Em Ki`êu,

            Do you remember chasing the hens in the yard? Even though Má told me not to, I used to think of them as pets. Your favorites
               were the tawny ones with their scraggly feathers, their impudent manners. I loved the old black hen, Mực. She was regal but mean; a real shit-giver. The day Ba slaughtered her, I cried for hours. You were napping, so you missed
               it all. The fall of his ax, the dull break of neckbones. He was furious that I was wasting tears on Mực. You are too old for this, he said. He forced me to pluck her myself. Afterward, I washed her bloodied feathers, then took them to our hiding place
               at the Old House near the ravine.
            

            Sometimes I think this is the first moment when I learned cruelty. Ba would have called it survival. In a country with a past
               as violent as ours, the difference between the two can feel hair-thin.
            

            These days, I start each morning with a memory. It’s as natural to me as clearing the phlegm before I speak. Is that what
               happens when we’re closer to the end than the beginning? This should depress me. But it also feels right that we must dwell
               in the lands we have built.
            

            I received a call yesterday from an unknown number. I almost didn’t pick up. Even these decades later, my hand shakes when
               the phone rings. Each time, I wonder if it’s her. In my fantasies, we’re young again. She’s asking me what brand of cigarettes
               I want from the store, pushing Calla in the shopping cart as Vivian and I wait back at the house watching Rocky and Bullwinkle,
               this stupid American cartoon that Vivian couldn’t get enough of. I see May closing the car door with her hip, tucking that
               lock of hair back into her bun, driving down the country road back to us. Only to you can I admit this foolishness.
            

            But it wasn’t her on the line. It was a distant cousin of hers, one still living in Cam Ranh. This cousin had recently suffered a deathbed crisis of conscience. She wanted to unburden herself. She said that May had been intending for months to return to Việt Nam. Not forever, but long enough for her to regather herself. That’s how the cousin put it—like May was a blanket that’d
               unraveled. This happened the year she disappeared. That night, May went to the airport with her passport. She was going to
               call me when she’d arrived back in Cam Ranh, when it was too late for me to stop her. Maybe she did call and we didn’t answer.
               Who knows? I never heard from her.
            

            The cousin told me that May had hardly made it a week in Cam Ranh before she changed her mind. She missed her daughters and,
               in a lesser way, me. She wanted to return to Deer Creek and make things right again. Her family was adamantly against this.
               They reminded her that I was an old man, a drunken slug of a human who’d shrivel up the last of her youth. They encouraged
               her to send for her daughters and raise them in Việt Nam, far from the excesses of that godless country. She didn’t listen. She was going home to us. But, on the way to Tân Sơn
               Nhất, there was an accident with a motorist. Her car flipped over into a dyke. May died immediately.
            

            The family, collectively, made the decision not to tell me and my daughters what had happened. It’d be a mercy, they said,
               to be spared the horrors of her death. Plus, they didn’t know how to reach me. (They could have, of course, figured it out,
               as the cousin later did, but they wanted to wash their hands of me and mourn their beloved May without the taint of her disastrous
               marriage.) Almost a quarter of a century, they kept the silence. Decades, her people let us believe that May was still alive
               and evading us. Cruelty, again; cruelty, always. 
            

            Em, you can imagine that my first impulse would have been to grasp for my faithful companion, anger. But I didn’t rage. I thanked the cousin and set down the phone. There simply isn’t time to waste on blame. Instead, I’ll find a way to see both of my daughters and to tell them everything I know. Not just about their mother. About all the things I’ve fought to hide from them, including our grandmother Tâm and our troubled roots. My girls deserve this, and more.
            

            Our family seems thrown upon a galaxy of secrets. We exist light-years from one another. But there must be a time when space
               contracts, when the universe becomes as small as a pinprick, and we are all together again. That’s what I dream that heaven
               is like.
            

            Until we next meet—

            Anh Tuấn

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 20

         
         The rental car zoomed down the long drive, a shiny sedan that looked out of place among the dust of the farmhouse. From the
            porch, Vivi squinted, imagining her father’s maroon truck instead. The truck was gone now, totaled and likely disassembled
            in a junkyard somewhere off the highway. That clunker had spent decades huffing along, like an ancient horse coerced into
            labor, exhaust coughing from the back pipes, smelling like cigarettes and vanilla car deodorizer, glove compartment stuffed
            with Tuấn’s speeding tickets. She felt a complicated rush of affection for the old truck. It’d gotten them where they needed to go
            for so many years but couldn’t manage to deliver their father safely in the end.
         

         
         Calla tapped the side of the car door through the open window, then leapt out with bags of Chinese takeout. For a moment,
            Vivi saw her mother coming home from an errand. With each year, Calla looked more and more like May. Or maybe May’s memory
            had begun to elide with Calla’s aliveness.
         

         
         “You’ll never guess who I ran into,” Calla called. “Scotty Patel. Remember that kid?”

         
         Vivi had wiped a porch table and set it with plates and napkins. They dumped out piles of lo mein, fried chicken in a sticky sauce, green beans with puckered skins. Vivi felt as if she hadn’t eaten real food in days. They tucked in without ceremony, eating in that graceless way they used to, bent like long-necked giraffes toward their plates. Calla, who’d never learned to use chopsticks well, jabbed at the chicken with a flimsy plastic fork. 

         
         “He asked about you, Scotty. The flame still lives on.”

         
         “We went to one dance in the seventh grade. He tried to kiss me but only managed to spit his gum into my mouth.”

         
         “That’s all it took apparently. Scotty’s married to Maddie, that girl with the teeth and those tattoo chokers, remember her?
            They have, like, eighteen children. He’s in local politics now, elected as some bullshit commissioner or other. He was telling
            me that the town’s going through some sort of revival. They’re trying to position it as the next Asheville, an artistic getaway.”
         

         
         “Deer Creek.” Vivi didn’t bother to stifle her incredulity.

         
         “Scotty says we could make a fair profit on this house. When we sell it.”

         
         “Times are a’changing.”

         
         “But China Garden never does.”

         
         Finally, they pushed the last of the food away and leaned back on the rattan bench. It was coming apart, snakes of brown cording
            falling off the underside of the seat, a symptom of the house’s chronic disrepair. Tuấn hadn’t maintained any of it. There were likely black mold and trapped animals in walls, in addition to the many cosmetic
            updates needed to make the place enticing to buyers. Vivi thought Scotty was wrong; they would lose money on this old property
            once taxes were paid and repairs were made. Better to demolish it than put it on the market.
         

         
         And yet, as she looked out on the setting sun with its zebra stripes of scarlet and smoke, she felt a pang. Her childhood
            could be counted in horizons. Snuffed-out golds fighting through the batting of clouds in winter. A sidling of orange in the
            spring, a shade that would always remind her of peeled clementines. Over the years, she’d sat on the bench with Calla, bickering
            about nothing at all as they doodled in the margins of their books. Sometimes she’d sat with Wayland, crossing and uncrossing
            her legs like a demented crane, sure that her heart would beat right out of her chest if he looked at her a second longer.
         

         
         Their childhood wasn’t idyllic. But the land could—did—tell stories. It held the promise of change yet managed to cling to a certain reassurance of stability. The players might switch in and out, but the sunset would always come. The trees, taller each season, would continue to provide hiding places for children whose imaginations often overtook their reality. Vivi had a brief thought that, despite it all, the yellow farmhouse might be a good place to raise kids. 

         
         A sandstorm of russet and umber went barreling through their yard, yapping the whole way.

         
         “Baxter,” Calla supplied. “He’s a brindled mutt. Ugly thing; but sweet as hell. He and his owner, Robin, live next door, in
            the blue colonial. I’ll never be able to think of it as anything but Wayland’s place. When I glance over, I half expect him
            to come racing, trying to get you to go on some adventure with him.”
         

         
         “I expect to see Dad coming out the side door, scowling about something or other.”

         
         “Or Mom with her scissors, trying to chase us down for one of her terrible haircuts.”

         
         The sisters sat with the old ghosts, giving them their due. Their mother was dead. Their mother had been trying to return
            to them. These were numbing thoughts. The impact of these revelations would hit in unexpected ways for the rest of their lives
            and that too was their cross to bear.
         

         
         Both had wept after Vivi set down the letter. They clung to each other, burying their faces in one another’s necks. Minutes?
            Hours? The tears eventually dried, insufficient. Their mother’s disappearance had already wormed a hole inside of them; now,
            with her death, that hole was being filled with something different, a viscous regret that neither wanted to touch.
         

         
         Vivi swung her feet against the bench legs. “It’s strange. Trying to rearrange everything we knew about them. What if she
            hadn’t left that night and just stayed with us? Would she still be alive?”
         

         
         “I’ve been asking myself the same thing.”

         
         “Maybe he wouldn’t have been so bad if she’d returned. Maybe he’d have gotten sober sooner with her here.”

         
         Calla shrugged. “What I know about addiction is that it finds you eventually. Sometimes you win the battle; most of the time, you lose. But it’s a song in your blood, you know? If it wasn’t Mom leaving, it would have been something else. You can’t love a person into sobriety.” 

         
         “Do you think they wanted to be strangers with us? Or was it just . . . I don’t know. Immigrating? Language barriers?”

         
         “I think parents are always strangers to their children. May and Tuấn just took it to extremes.”
         

         
         “It runs in our family. Extremes.”

         
         Calla’s lips quirked and Vivi thought for a second that she was going to snap back. Instead, she flung up a shoulder in a
            self-deprecating manner. “At least we come by the dramatics honestly. Tell me what you know about the offering. Don’t leave
            a thing out.”
         

         
         

         As twilight began to spread, a fist slowly unsplaying, Vivi shared all she knew about Tâm’s connection to their family. About Long Xuyên and how, with the address from their father’s unsent letter, they finally knew where to look. The house by the ravine. Calla
            had suspected some familial connection to Tâm after reading their father’s last letter, but she didn’t know exactly how the pieces fell together. She hadn’t understood
            that Lý was a woman. Now, she bounced in her seat, newly alert.
         

         
         “She’s our great-grandmother. K. P. Lý is our great-grandmother.” Calla clutched at Vivi’s wrist.
         

         
         “No wonder Dad was obsessed with her.”

         
         “Wait. Do you think they’d met each other?”

         
         It was Vivi’s turn to shrug. “It seems unlikely. But our uncle would know for sure.”

         
         “Our uncle Ki`êu,” Calla marveled. “In Long Xuyên. Did you know he was alive?”
         

         
         “Not until just a few hours ago. I assumed—”

         
         “We both assumed.”

         
         “We could write him.”

         
         “We could go see him.”
         

         
         The midges were coming out. “No-see-ums,” as the kids used to say. They couldn’t make out the specks in the darkening twilight
            but felt their sting anyway. Vivi slapped at a midge that’d dug itself into her neck.
         

         
         “We could go see him,” she agreed. “Should we? Go to Việt Nam?”
         

         
         “I still have Dad’s ashes,” Calla told her, a trace of guilt in her voice. “We could take them to Long Xuyên too.”
         

         
         Vivi’s mouth hinged open. “You said you were going to spread them!”

         
         “I was going to! But no place ever seemed important or meaningful enough. What, the BP that went out of business? The lumberyard
            where he lost his hand? Not like we had a lot of good memories to pick from.”
         

         
         “I see what you mean. Okay, bring the ashes.”

         
         “I’m keeping them in an Altoids tin.”

         
         Vivi had a sudden recollection of finding mints in Calla’s suitcase. The container had felt strangely light when she picked it up. Slowly, she asked, “Did you take our father’s ashes to Arles? In an Altoids tin?”
         

         
         “I like to travel light.”

         
         “Calla Nguyễn!” But Vivi was laughing.
         

         
         “Mint-infused dad cremains.”

         
         “Stop it.” Vivi kicked at her.

         
         Mischief draining, Calla said, “I spread some over the entrance of the estate before I left. I think he would have liked Provence.
            He always wanted to see Europe.”
         

         
         The sisters were sober for a moment. Vivi would never have imagined that their father harbored any wanderlust. Every vacation
            he took was spent in Việt Nam. He dismissed May’s timid suggestions for them to take family trips to Chicago, Mackinac Island. White people vacations. When the girls are older, we’ll take them home. To Việt Nam. Back then, she hadn’t understood exactly what drew him to the same place over and over again. And now she knew. A brother, still alive; a network of relatives, possibly, who could illuminate the cipher that was their father. The thought filled Vivi with a vacillation of hope and its other, more complicated foil, a frustrated and consuming despair. Her parents’ secrets had whittled away at their family, shaving at the truth until all that was left was a brittle core that could be snapped between a child’s fingers. 

         
         Calla slapped at her own shoulder. “These no-see-ums are killing me. Let’s go inside. But I don’t want to go to sleep yet.
            I’m too buzzed from—everything.”
         

         
         “There are probably DVDs around somewhere. We can watch a movie.”

         
         “Or we can watch Little House.”
         

         
         May had carried a fierce devotion to Little House on the Prairie. Perhaps it was the Wisconsin connection. Or maybe she identified with Caroline Ingalls, the calm, self-sacrificing mother
            she wanted to be. Many evenings, she’d stay up late watching syndicated reruns, until one Christmas when Tuấn bought her a boxed set of the DVDs. Then the sisters watched too, finding any excuse to sit with their harried mother in
            peace.
         

         
         The year before she left, May made them costumes based on Mary and Laura Ingalls, braiding Calla’s hair, sewing white Peter
            Pan collars onto floral bedsheets-turned-dresses.
         

         
         Whoever heard of Chinese pioneer girls? some kid had sneered during trick-or-treating.
         

         
         Vivi shoved the boy backward, surprising them both with her force. He fell on the pavement, Halloween candy scattered around
            him. We’re Vietnamese, dummy. And we can be whoever the fuck we want to be.

         
         Tuấn watched the confrontation from a distance up the street. Vivi thought he’d reprimand her for pushing the kid or for using
            a curse word, even though she’d learned such behavior from him, but he only winked, a flick of an eyelid that disappeared
            before she fully registered it, then walked on to the next house. It was complicated, his pride in her violence.
         

         
         “Okay, let’s do it.” Vivi pulled Calla to standing. She quoted, with a catch in her voice, “Because ‘home is the nicest word
            there is.’”
         

         
         

         They poked a fire into being and sat on the couch in front of the small Sony television, a musty-smelling fleece spread on
            their laps.
         

         
         The swelling opening credits to Little House on the Prairie would always fill Vivi with a sense of borrowed contentment. Ma and Pa jogging along in their covered wagon through the red-clay town. Little Carrie tumbling in the grass, a fortuitous filming accident that the director kept in. 

         
         “Michael Landon is a zaddy,” Calla declared. “So tan and rugged. With those suspenders.”

         
         “Don’t talk about Pa Ingalls that way.”

         
         “I’d like to homestead his prairie.”
         

         
         The windows were open at Calla’s insistence, after she’d declared the house a mausoleum of odors. A breeze wended in and stirred
            the newspapers laying around. Calla placed the Altoids tin on the table in front of them, raising her brows in response to
            Vivi’s drawn ones. Vivi shook her head and settled back onto a lumpy throw pillow.
         

         
         From the beginning, each Ingalls sister had their delineated role: Mary, the eldest, was a scold, a worrywart. The good one.
            Laura was the tomboy, attuned to adventure, repelled by injustice. Theirs was an uneasy yet steadfast love. Or maybe it wasn’t
            so much love as an alliance based on proximity and need.
         

         
         After a few episodes, Vivi paused the DVD. “I’m not sure this aged well.”

         
         “I don’t remember it being so religious.”

         
         “Mary is a pain in the ass, isn’t she?”

         
         “Sure is. But what the hell would Laura have done without her? Go on, Bee, play the next one.”

         
         They watched until they both began to drowse on the couch, the drawl of Ma and Pa humming in the background. Calla giggled
            in her sleep, waking Vivi. In that moment, a smile still on her lips, her lashes long on her cheeks, Calla was eight again,
            a ruddy-faced kid running in the woods.
         

         
         Vivi reached over to slip the antler ring from Calla’s hand. She placed it onto her own finger, unable to discern whether
            it was a relief or a discomfort to claim the ring’s warm weight again.
         

         
         “My turn,” she whispered. 

         
         
            
               
                  To: Paul Quân [paul.quan@rathmore.edu]

                  From: Vivian Nguyễn [v_nguyen@mail.com]
                  

                  Subject: Re: an offering

                  Paul,

                  You won’t believe where I am. Or maybe you will. Below me, the mountains of Kazakhstan sit beneath a tattered afghan of clouds.
                     The peaks jut through every so often, like bony kneecaps, and even though it’s almost night, I can make them out. I’ve never
                     been to Kazakhstan. I’ve never been to Long Xuyên either, but that’s where I’ll be in a few short hours. And then, when I return, I’ll move backward through time zones again,
                     reclaiming whatever I lost along the way. Hopefully.
                  

                  First: thank you. Your offering changed everything for me. The location you sent pointed me to a town in Việt Nam, as you said. I have a strong belief that K. P. Lý was born at that spot, or at least, spent time there. Maybe that’s even where she disappeared to in the end. Yes, she.
                  

                  Because you’ve given me trust—companionship—during this pursuit, I can give you something too. Forgive the way I’m about to
                     tell this story. I’ve always thought flying in an airplane to be a dissociative experience—we’re between places, between fields
                     of consciousness. The pressure in my ears makes me feel dizzy and odd, but also clear and wise. So my narrative will likely
                     reflect the strangeness of my circumstance.
                  

                  Here we go.

                  Imagine at the start of our story a young woman, an artist, born between a vast fold of farmland and the press of a river that once carried emperors and pestilence, flower petals and frog innards alike. Within this contradiction of sublimity and crudeness, the artist honed her eye for beauty and molded her spirit to accommodate horror. Her name, Tâm, means “heart,” and for all the betrayals she would endure and inflict, that heart remained steadfast in the things she most
                     loved . . .
                  

               

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 21

         
         To the customs agent at Tân Sơn Nhất, Vivi and Calla declared that they were visiting family. Vivi half expected to have to explain the mixed circumstances of
            the word to the man at the counter, but he only stamped their passports with a thud and waved them on. 
         

         
         The humidity of Ho Chi Minh City gummed in their throats. Within the inexorable crush of bodies the sisters were led along
            like sprats in a teeming school. Oblivious to the annoyed glances around her, Vivi paged through her guidebook, waving her
            phone in front of her as she tried to hook onto some reception. Calla tutted, then grabbed her arm, pulling her through the
            crowd to the taxi stand.
         

         
         “You’re going to get run over, slowpoke.”

         
         “We don’t know where we’re going,” Vivi protested.

         
         “We’ll figure it out.”

         
         Vivi had to admit that Calla was a more capable traveler. Where Vivi fumbled her way through her foreignness, Calla barreled
            ahead, certain that she’d be welcome wherever she landed. It was this confidence—uniquely American, perhaps, but certainly
            unique to Calla—that made others want to give her what she asked for. One couldn’t learn charisma, Vivi thought with a sigh.
         

         
         “I can’t believe this is the first time I’m here,” Calla said. “He promised he’d take us someday.”

         
         “But he didn’t.”

         
         “Well, after Mom left—died—he hardly ever left Deer Creek.”

         
         “He wanted to, I’m sure.”

         
         Tuấn, traveling home years ago, back when he was strong and whole and alive, would have parted the crowds deliberately, the way
            a bull moves through a pasture, with no regard for jostling shoulders or swerving luggage carts. Maybe his relatives welcomed
            him when he landed, wrapping him with news and gossip that created silken threads of connection to lure him from the half-remembered
            routines of Deer Creek.
         

         
         Once, snooping in her father’s luggage after one of his trips, Vivi found a photograph of Tuấn with his arm around another man. They sat in front of a noodle stand, serious and unsmiling. Above them, white cirrus filaments,
            the flustered canopy of a bodhi tree. The men were turned to each other with an intimacy that she’d rarely seen Tuấn exhibit. She’d counted the photograph among the mysteries he hid from her and her sister, but now wondered if it might have
            been Ki`êu, the lost brother he rarely spoke of.
         

         
         Calla said, “But Dad didn’t go. That’s the thing. He stayed with us. And that counts for something, doesn’t it?”

         
         

         Soon, tucked with their luggage in a taxi, the sisters flew through the city center to their hotel, a persimmon-colored building
            with tiny rooms and a broad view of the packed city streets. A fan swiveled from the corner, stirring flecks of dust from
            the tiled floors.
         

         
         Calla opened the window and let in the smells and sounds of the city. The same, in some ways, as those they’d find in Chicago;
            and yet, here, they took on a different texture entirely, one that gave the sisters an unexpected sense of rootedness.
         

         
         A rangy dog barking in a high-pitched tone. Grilled meat studded with pearl droplets of grease. A shuffling in the corridor from the housekeepers wearing too-large plastic slippers. Laundry strung from a balcony—fluttering lace skirts, a wisp-thin blouse, army-gray men’s trousers. Ho Chi Minh City was a riot of color, unapologetic and vital. 

         
         Even though Vivi was exhausted and wanted to lie down, she lingered at the window, letting each gale of sensation wind through
            her, momentarily grateful that they’d been led to this unlikely home.
         

         
         “It feels different here,” she said. “All those people who look like us. But not.”

         
         “I know what you mean. My chest is open.”

         
         Vivi marveled. “You’re right. That’s exactly what it is. I feel like my breath is finally filling me up. What do you think
            it is about this place?”
         

         
         “Diesel fumes.” Calla flounced onto the bed, popping a wasabi-covered pea into her mouth. “Let’s get some food at Bến Thành Market. And then maybe we’ll go to the Củ Chi tunnels. We can’t pass up the Museum of Fine Arts either.”
         

         
         “We’re not tourists.”

         
         “Sure we are.”

         
         “We should go to the address on the envelope first. Our uncle’s address.”

         
         “And we will. But it’ll be there tomorrow. How often are we in Ho Chi Minh City together? We’ve got nothing but time.”

         
         This was true, and yet, in the back of her mind, Vivi still counted down the days to Sea to Earth. A little under a week to go now. Samuel would be caught up in last-minute preparations, adjusting the lighting, fine-tuning
            his welcome speech. If she’d been there, she’d be caught up in the flurry too. There was always a crackling anticipation before
            a big exhibition. It was addictive, this sense of possibility, this potential to brush with greatness.
         

         
         Calla sensed her indecision and pounced on it. “We’ll have to get food anyway. Like you’re always telling me, I’m too skinny.
            And when was the last time you had bún bò Huế . . . ?”
         

         
         Vivi’s stomach gave a responsive grumble. “Okay, fine. Let’s go. But just dinner.”
         

         
         

         Calla thrived within the slurry of chaos and activity at the market. The hall was packed with locals and tourists reaching over one another for the best wares, small dogs weaving between their legs. The tall ceilings were vaulted, the lighting glaring. Plastic fans were affixed to the frames of each stall, whipping about the smells until it was impossible to distinguish them. 

         
         There was an atemporality to the scene that reminded Vivi of a Christina Rossetti poem, “Goblin Market,” that she’d been assigned
            in her freshman lit course. In it, two sisters are lured in by enchanted fruits, until one of the sisters, the greedier and
            more impetuous one, nearly dies from hunger once she cannot find the market—and its forbidden wares—again. The poet’s brother,
            the famous Pre-Raphaelite artist Dante Gabriel Rossetti, had illustrated the poem with wood-block prints of the devoted sisters
            intertwined in bed as sinister goblins tempted them in their dreams.
         

         
         But Vivi’s goblins weren’t there in Bến Thành Market. They existed beyond the scope of reality, as malicious and ephemeral as the monsters of Rossetti’s fairy tale. That’s
            what made them so frightening.
         

         
         The din of the market dizzied her. Her mind, unaccustomed to constant translation, now taxed with yet another time change,
            had become overstrung with wires of French and Vietnamese, until she felt like there was a smoking circuit board where her
            brain should be.
         

         
         Someone bumped into her, shaking the images from her mind. “Xin lỗi, cô. Désolé.”
         

         
         A few paces ahead, Calla was leaping from stall to stall, haggling in her rudimentary Vietnamese as she perused stacks of loose-leaf teas and fabrics. She gesticulated in ballooning arcs, her cheeks flushed in excitement. Vivi drifted to a stand with a neat display of lacquerware. She thumbed through the plates and cups until she saw a red box nestled behind them all. On the top of the box, a dragon had been painted in fine lines of gold, all serpentine curls and whiskers. A creature of earth and sea. 

         
         The last time Vivi had seen Phoebe, she had told Vivi all about vivianite, a rare, translucent mineral that grows in damp
            places, including decomposing corpses. For all her love of princesses and knights, Phoebe had a macabre streak that’d delighted
            Vivi. A lacquer box could hold all manner of treasures for a child with a florid imagination.
         

         
         Vivi began to pay for the box, but then Calla edged in front of her. She shook her bob back and forth at the vendor.

         
         “No, no, that’s too expensive,” Calla said, adopting the tone of a brisk and vaguely disgruntled Vietnamese shopkeeper. Vivi
            stared at her sister, bemused by the minor transformation. “It’s not even real lacquer, ha. We’ll give you thirty đồng.”
         

         
         The vendor scoffed and began arguing in rapid Vietnamese as Calla crossed her arms. Vivi tugged at Calla’s shirt hem and said,
            “It’s fine. I’ll just pay what she asked. Do you even know what she’s saying?”
         

         
         Calla shushed her and began negotiating again, embarrassing Vivi to no end. Minutes later, triumphant, Calla handed her the
            lacquer box, acquired for marginally less than the asking price. Vivi tucked the box into her messenger bag. The vendor smiled
            toothily at them, no trace of her prior ire to be found.
         

         
         “Come back soon,” she said.

         
         “See?” Calla crowed. “You have to play the game, Bee. What’s this box for anyway? Not really your taste, is it?”

         
         “It’s for Phoebe.”

         
         “Because you love her. Because you love Samuel?”

         
         “I guess,” Vivi said miserably.

         
         Now that he was gone, really and truly gone, she found herself able to miss him. She wondered if it were a personality flaw,
            that she could only let herself become tender and vulnerable after a person had left. That her love could only blossom in
            the shade of memory, like a fussy night bloomer.
         

         
         Calla was watching her. She braced herself for Calla’s antipathy or, at least, her apathy. But Calla only crooked her head.

         
         “It’s a bitch, right? Heartbreak.” She patted Vivi’s back. “Come on, kid, let’s get some food. You can tell me about it.”

         
         

         At a noodle stand, they ordered bowls of bún bò Huế and sipped slowly from the volcanic-red broth. Bobbing in their bowls were cubes of garnet—congealed blood—and pale semicircles
            of sausage. On a plate next to them, a verdant field of herbs that smelled like May’s garden.
         

         
         “What do you miss about Samuel?” Calla asked, mouth working at a tangle of noodles.

         
         “You really want to hear this?”

         
         “I want to see what you see in him.” But the statement wasn’t a challenge, not this time.

         
         Vivi set down her spoon. “Samuel can hold complicated things at once. He can look at a piece of art and take in its sadness
            as well as its beauty, its life. His favorite artists are Francisco Goya and Takashi Murakami.”
         

         
         “Eclectic.”

         
         “He collects work from unknown Chicago artists. He supports their shows and gives them opportunities where he can, but in
            this discreet way where you’d never know unless you were watching closely. Which I was. One time, a disgruntled artist came
            to the galleries and tried to deface one of our Qi Baishis with a can of spray paint. It was supposed to be some statement
            about the deification of artists, who knows, but thank God he didn’t succeed. I was so pissed. I’d spent hours restoring that
            painting. But Samuel wouldn’t let the Forster press charges. The kid was only twenty, living under the poverty line. But full
            of desire and talent. Sam ended up meeting up with him, then buying one of his paintings for his private collection. They
            still have coffee from time to time.”
         

         
         “That’s saint-level forgiveness.”

         
         “That’s Samuel Noi. He always said that part of being human is understanding how much greatness we’re capable of. Great evil. Great beauty. It took me a long time to see the world as he does. I still don’t, not really. Or I don’t trust that vision, maybe.” 

         
         “You see things in black and white. And he shows you all the shades in between.”

         
         “Yes. That’s it.”

         
         “You’ve always seen all the shades of me, though.”

         
         “I don’t know if that’s true, Bee.”

         
         Calla scooped up a few blood cubes and dropped them into Vivi’s bowl, because Vivi enjoyed them and she did not. “I liked
            Samuel. I did. He kept finding little ways to take care of you; filling your water glass, cutting you the best portion of
            his steak. It was weird, but nice, really nice, seeing you get nurtured for a change. And he was cute, in that nerdy way you
            like.”
         

         
         “So why were you and Wayland so cold to him?”

         
         “We were jealous. Obviously. For different reasons. Wayland would be jealous of anyone you took seriously. I was jealous that
            you, once again, found someone to love you so purely and completely. I’m not proud of it.”
         

         
         “Wayland loved you.”

         
         “Sometimes, he did,” Calla agreed. “And sometimes he hated me. Complicated things, all at once, right?”

         
         “You miss him?”

         
         “Yeah, I do.”

         
         They left the market and walked toward the Sông Sài Gòn. Ships crossed the river slowly, leaving radiating gills of water in their wake. Vivi saw a couple ahead of them on the path,
            the woman toting what looked to be an iridescent balloon on a stick. It floated like a blue nimbus.
         

         
         “What will you do about Samuel?” Calla asked. She carried a dragon fruit sinh tố from a street stall, slurping at it with big swallows. Vivi was happy to see her sister’s hunger returning. The hollows in
            her cheeks were slightly more filled out, slicing years off her appearance.
         

         
         “I started writing him a letter when we arrived in Việt Nam,” Vivi admitted. “On my laptop. I was trying to explain it all. Us, Dad, the painting. What it meant to glimpse myself in this century-old piece of art. I thought if I could find the right words, he’d forgive me.” 

         
         “Wouldn’t he?”

         
         “I don’t know. I haven’t sent it. I probably won’t.”

         
         “What I said about marriage and partnership, before.” Calla gave her a sidelong glance. “It’s not for me. But it doesn’t mean
            that it wouldn’t be for you.”
         

         
         “It could have been for you,” Vivi said, a strain of blame in her voice. “You and Wayland.”

         
         Calla threw the rest of her sinh tố into the trash with a loud clank. “Damn it, Vivi, I can’t live my life for you.”
         

         
         “You can’t live your life for me,” Vivi repeated. “Calla. I have never lived my life for anyone but you.”
         

         
         There had to have been a time before Calla, but Vivi couldn’t excavate that far back in her memory. Still, she tried to imagine
            it. Her as an unsistered toddler, ambling on pigeon toes through the farmhouse. Reaching for the bobbing tassels on the tablecloth.
            Nestling her nose into the animal warmth of May and Tuấn, whose stubble sandpapered against her forehead.
         

         
         Maybe that time, the Calla-less breach, would have been lighter and less burdened. Or maybe it’d simply been lonelier.

         
         The indigo river glimmered with lights from the cruise boats and skyscrapers, a cloudy mirror held up to the city’s many extravagances.

         
         “No one asked you to do that.”

         
         “No?” Vivi had never revealed May’s last words to Calla, intuiting on some level that it would cheapen Vivi’s years of caretaking.
            She worried that Calla would feel like a burden. For all the things they had cause to doubt, she never wanted Calla to doubt
            her.
         

         
         Calla was yawning, bored of this now-familiar argument. “It’s too late to get into it with you.”

         
         Vivi hailed a cab and slid in next to her sister. After only a minute, Calla’s head was on Vivi’s shoulder and she was snoring lightly. Vivi breathed in the scent of orange groves and something deeper, a miasma of her sister’s mortality. She wished she had a potion to keep Calla sleeping, like Briar Rose in her uninterrupted night. But soon enough, Calla would be awake, her mind running loops through time and space, and Vivi would be again tasked with holding Calla against her will as she struggled toward a destiny that had nothing at all to do with Vivi. 

         
         At the hotel, Calla collapsed as soon as the door shut, boneless and still. It was as if she’d been waiting to let down her
            guard. Vivi pulled a blanket over and around her, tucking in the edges. One of Calla’s legs slid off the side of the bed,
            where it rambled in aimless pirouettes.
         

         
         Vivi was tired too, but she didn’t feel ready for sleep. She opened her laptop and continued working on her letter to Samuel.
            She tweaked each sentence mercilessly, until her fingers stilled and she finally rested her head on the desk, spent of emotion
            and no less certain of what she had to say. There were no sufficient words, after all, for the pain that humans caused one
            another.
         

         
         
            
               
                  To: Samuel Noi [samnoi@forster.org]

                  From: Vivian Nguyễn [v_nguyen@mail.com]
                  

                  Subject: Re: the perils of rationalizing [DRAFT]

                  Samuel,

                  The first thing is: I want you to know how sorry I am. I cherish your words, even the ones that hurt. You are the person I
                     most admire and should have held closer. Your integrity is one of the things I love about you. I shouldn’t have put you in
                     a position that threatened it. You did nothing wrong, neither you nor Phoebe. It was all me.
                  

                  You asked if the risk was worth it. I don’t know how to answer that. I regret the way I left you. But I’ve also uncovered
                     more than I’d ever hoped about myself and my past. I want you to know everything about me. Not because I think you could forgive
                     me, but because you are the only person who ever saw me, despite how much I hid from you. I owe you my story. 
                  

                  I’ll start it the way I know best, as a warped little fairy tale. 

                  Once upon a time, near the hem of the woods in Wisconsin, in a yellow farmhouse that often seemed as remote as a forgotten
                     palace under the sea, lived two sisters who believed they would only ever have each other . . .
                  

               

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 22

         
         That night, Vivi dreamed about diving into Lake Michigan. Only, the moment she sank underwater, the lake’s surface hardened
            above her into a thick layer of ice that she couldn’t break, no matter how forcefully she pounded at it. Freezing water flooded
            her nose, her eye sockets bulged. Everything was wet and burning at the same time. She would not survive. It would all be
            for nothing. Then, just before she let herself fall away into the surge of blue, a woman’s voice pushed through her consciousness.
         

         
         Wake up, beloved.

         
         Quickly now.

         
         Time is peeling away.

         
         “I keep telling you that you shouldn’t sleep like that. It’ll screw with your neck.”

         
         Behind her on the bed, Calla stretched her arms to the ceiling like a tall, white lily. Sleep had made her cheeks rosy, healthful.
            Vivi imagined folding Calla up into an origami swan, sliding her in her pocket. With each passing moment, she felt an untraceable
            dread, wondering if it was the last time she’d see her sister. Calla, in this form, was one she wanted to keep. Who knew which
            Calla might show up next time?
         

         
         Vivi rifled in her suitcase for fresh clothes.

         
         “Can I borrow your toothbrush?” Calla asked. She pushed from the bed and vaulted past Vivi, jamming her elbow into Vivi’s hip as she raced for the bathroom. 

         
         “Ow.”

         
         Calla rolled her eyes. “I barely grazed you.”

         
         Minutes later, she emerged with Vivi’s toothbrush dangling from her mouth, foamy toothpaste dribbling down her chin. After
            Calla was done, she pushed Vivi’s laptop toward her.
         

         
         “We’re going to book a car,” she said. “The bus will take too long, and we haven’t seen Việt Nam. We can’t let this opportunity pass us by—traveling together, finally! The way we always wanted.”
         

         
         “Sure. That’s a good idea.”

         
         “Maybe after Long Xuyên, we should go to Cam Ranh. Mom’s relatives will be there.”
         

         
         “The assholes who didn’t bother to tell us she died?”

         
         “You can yell at them in person. Aren’t you curious?”

         
         Vivi was. But she also understood that this period of wandering wasn’t sustainable. Once they found the offering—if they found
            it—there’d be consequences to face. Vivi’s savings were nearly depleted. She needed to find another job. They had to decide
            what to do about the farmhouse in Deer Creek. But Calla wasn’t interested in the drear of practicalities. She would do what
            she’d always done. Take on odd jobs, wheedle her way into adventures, live day to day with the desperation that chased her,
            confident that the world would take care of her. 
         

         
         “We can’t keep jumping from place to place for the rest of our lives.”

         
         “Why not, when it sounds so fun?”

         
         “Why do you keep running? From your life? From me?”

         
         Calla turned, incredulous, so she could peer into Vivi’s face. “I’m not running away from you, you self-absorbed nitwit.”

         
         “I’m the self-absorbed one.”

         
         Calla ignored this. “I’m running because I love to run. You know this. It’s always been in me, this need to fly. Now that I’m sober, released from Wayland and his impossible expectations, the color is back in the world. It’s a Kandinsky, a Hockney. There are so many brushstrokes to follow; I’m going to chase them all.” 

         
         “Until you collapse?”

         
         “Running isn’t a symptom of my addiction. Running is what makes me me.”
         

         
         Vivi considered this. What was essential and immutable in a person? Was it the way they spoke or the choices they made or
            the way they drank their coffee? Could Calla be Calla without the pain of the past, the questions that drove her to run? Vivi
            had a sense of kaleidoscopic turning.
         

         
         In a small voice, she asked, “What happens to me whenever you disappear?”

         
         Calla gave her a look that was part sympathy and part exasperation. “You stay, Bee. You stay and you live your life. That’s
            what you always wanted. You see it, don’t you? You’re meant to have a family. Not the kind we had. Not like the Ingalls either.
            A noisy, happy, imperfect, boring family. But you’re running too, just in a different way. I run toward what I want; you run
            away from it.”
         

         
         “Maybe I don’t know how to stay.”

         
         “Sure you do. You’ve never left me. Just do that for yourself this time.”

         
         

         An hour later, the sisters were strapped into the back of a rust-colored sedan that had seen better days. It smelled of fried
            scallions and wet dog and the sort of sticky sweat that pools in the creases of your skin after languishing afternoons. An
            advertisement for a hair salon was taped to the cracking leather of the back seat: The New You Is Waiting. Vivi and Calla rolled down the windows and coughed out the residue of the previous passengers.
         

         
         For the first few miles, their driver, Ted, spent more time honking than pushing the gas pedal, weaving through the streets with stomach-roiling jerks and sudden brakes that jammed the sisters against each other, like Lincoln Logs in a bucket. He leaned back every few minutes to shoot them a grin meant to be reassuring. His well-groomed mustache fell at the ends, like the arms of a defeated general. 

         
         He dangled a toothpick from his lips, speaking softly through his earbuds to what appeared to be a very disgruntled lover.
            His coaxing—alternately fervent and defiant—became the soundtrack of the three-and-a-half-hour ride.
         

         
         Calla was easily distracted by the scenery, pointing at cyclists with towering baskets of fruit and flowers. While they were
            stopped in traffic, she leaned out a window and bought them skewers of grilled beef. The lemongrass stuck in their teeth and
            the oil from the meat slicked against their lips. Food tasted better here, it was a fact. Vivi laughed as Calla reached through
            the window again, this time fluttering a bill toward the peanut seller, who was only too glad to oblige with a paper sack
            of boiled nuts.
         

         
         “I like to hear you laughing. Are you happy?” Calla asked. She squeezed a fleshy peanut from its shell into Vivi’s outstretched
            hand.
         

         
         “I am.” She found that it was true. Her conversation with Calla had eased the weight of her mother’s words. Keep close to your sister. Not entirely, but by a little, the vise was loosening. “Are you?”
         

         
         “The happiest. This country is magic. I never want to leave. Maybe I won’t.”

         
         Vivi worked past the needle in her gut, not wanting to dwell on the future yet. “What do you think the offering is?”

         
         “It has to be a piece of art. Right?”

         
         “A hidden Lý painting. Would it belong to us?”
         

         
         “Who else could claim it?”

         
         Vivi’s excitement grew. If they did find the offering, it would change the entire course of art scholarship and her own professional
            prospects. There would be new articles, a resurgence of interest in the Vietnamese French painter. The art community would
            finally celebrate Tâm’s courage and mourn her love story.
         

         
         And Tâm would be free, no longer living in the shadow of an assumed identity. But did Tâm want that version of freedom?
         

         
         Vivi drowned a flash of misgiving, not as an art scholar, but as an ancestor. What if Tâm herself would have chosen to remain hidden, so that her art could exist without the influence of her biography? But contexts
            had changed since she’d died; minds were opened, laws changed. Surely, her secret couldn’t—shouldn’t—hold, so many generations
            later.
         

         
         What did we owe to the men and women who came before us? The protection of silence or the cold and uncertain arena of public
            judgment? How could any person make that decision for another? When so many hands could lay claim to a story, who did that
            story ultimately belong to?
         

         
         Calla gestured out the window. The peanut shells in her lap scattered onto the floor of the car. “Oh, Bee, look.”

         
         They’d left the bedlam of the city behind, and, like the abrupt and cleansing silence in the aftermath of a storm, all became
            quiet in the car. Without the traffic, they were flying at high speed, airborne almost. The road took them west into the Mekong
            Delta, past canals and winding riverways studded with floating villages, past flat green fields and corridors of banana trees.
            The beauty—uncompromising and stalwart, even after centuries of turmoil—swarmed against them in a rush.
         

         
         “I can’t believe—” Vivi stopped, not knowing how to finish the sentence.

         
         I can’t believe we are finally here together.

         
         I can’t believe I waited so long to come.

         
         “I know,” Calla said, throwing an arm around Vivi’s shoulders, hauling her close. “I know!”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 23

         
         Their uncle’s home lay on the outskirts of the city, nudged onto a heart-shaped patch of land accessible only by a zigzagging
            road that branched from the main thoroughfare. The structure was a tall, two-story Modernist fortress with a gray, curving
            exterior pocked with honeycomb openings for ventilation. Palm trees in various states of fruiting encircled the home.
         

         
         After Ted dropped them off at the house in Long Xuyên, they stood among cars and motorbikes parked in dubious formation, like a pile of Matchbox vehicles dumped onto a rug. They
            watched people stream in and out of the open doors. Kids with fisted sticks of sesame candy; young women in hair curlers calling
            requests from the balcony; men dragging crates of vegetables to the back of the house as a terrier yipped and weaved under
            their feet. There was a roiling urgency in the way they moved, as if trying to catch up to some future excitement just down
            the road.
         

         
         Vivi whispered, “Are we sure this is the right address?”

         
         Calla squinted at a scrap of paper. “This is it. Let’s talk to someone.”

         
         An ancient woman was running a straw broom across the threshold with ferocious determination, kicking up clouds of dust that
            displaced into heaps in the yard. She paused every so often to shoot a quelling glare toward the younger kids edging their
            way toward the mud puddles. Cowed, they slunk away, back toward the shade of the house and the boredom that awaited them there.
         

         
         When the sisters approached, the woman stopped sweeping. She was barefoot. In her ears were gleaming, hazelnut-sized diamonds.
            No longer stooped, a bright intelligence irradiating her gaze, she seemed younger than she had first appeared. Later, they’d
            learn that she was an especially spry ninety-year-old who’d preserved her vigor through that most honorable of elder duties—haranguing
            the wayward youths huddled under her matriarchal umbrella.
         

         
         “You’re the photographers?” she demanded.

         
         “No, we’re artists,” Calla said.

         
         “Oh, really! That’s so much better. I always said there was something more permanent about a painting than a photograph. The
            couple will need a portrait to remember this day. Will you paint mine too? Money is no object, especially when it’s my son-in-law’s
            money.”
         

         
         “Sure, of course,” Calla said.

         
         Vivi broke in, jamming herself in front of Calla. “Sorry, no, we’re not here for a painting or a wedding—is it a wedding?”

         
         “Is it a wedding!” The woman placed her broom against the doorjamb. “It’s the wedding. Tomorrow, my granddaughter is marrying her fiancé, at long last. We call him Canadian Evan. He’s even taller than
            you.”
         

         
         “Congratulations,” the sisters murmured in unison.

         
         “Yes, congratulations indeed,” the woman said wryly. “Khánh is nearly thirty. By the time I was her age, I’d had six children and the signs of chronic hernia. But of course, now Khánh will leave us for icy Toronto. We do not fare well outside of our homeland, you know. An orchid doesn’t bloom in the cold,
            does it? She’ll be back soon enough.”
         

         
         The woman’s familiar manners unseated them, but they were drawn to her ease, the way she seemed to sweep them into her fold,
            another in the herd of bodies swarming the house.
         

         
         “So who are you, if not the photographers or the painters?”

         
         Calla opened her mouth, but, nervous that she’d find a way into another tangent, Vivi cut her off. “I’m Vivi Nguyễn and this is my sister Calla Howard.”
         

         
         “Calla Nguyễn,” Calla corrected. “We’re Tuấn Nguyễn’s children, visiting from overseas.”
         

         
         Pleasure blossomed across the woman’s features. “You’re little Tuấn’s American children!”
         

         
         Little Tuấn. Nothing could less aptly describe the towering figure who’d alternately terrorized and ignored them throughout their childhoods.
            But Vivi and Calla nodded, allowing themselves to be claimed.
         

         
         “Of course! I see him in you, Vivi. Same chin, same way of standing, like a stiff, graceless soldier.”

         
         Calla smirked. “You should see her on the dance floor.”

         
         “He was so proud of you girls. I remember now. He talked about you, Calla, and how brave and imaginative you were. Your artistic
            talent, of course, came from him. And Vivi, he was so impressed by your love of books. A brilliant scholar!”
         

         
         Vivi and Calla exchanged a glance. They’d rarely heard their father talk about any of the relatives he left behind. Nor had
            they ever overheard him describing them with anything more than weary tolerance.
         

         
         She misread their look. “But I’m leaving you standing here, how rude. I’m Võ Thị Anh. Come in, please come in. You’ll want to meet everyone.”
         

         
         Vivi protested, “This doesn’t seem like the right time—”

         
         “And you’ll stay for the wedding. How lucky. What’s another person! They invited hundreds; nearly the whole town. You’ll see
            how we do things here.”
         

         
         “I’m not sure,” Vivi began.

         
         At the same moment, Calla said, “We’d be delighted!”

         
         Bà Anh grabbed each of their hands and pulled them inside. The shades were drawn around the high windows, so the first-floor
            rooms felt dark and close, even with the honeycomb openings in the concrete walls. Sand-colored tile lined the floors and
            a blocky staircase led upstairs, to what Vivi supposed were the bedrooms.
         

         
         The sisters followed their host out back, where half a dozen women labored in front of the countertops, chopping mint leaves, descaling shiny-bellied river basa, digging their hands into fistfuls of ground pork. Their voices raised and fell as they worked together to fill platters of food that would later get squeezed into any crevice of the fridge they could find. 

         
         Upon their approach, the women quieted. Bà Anh took a cleaver and began hacking at a slab of crackly skinned pork as she introduced the sisters to her daughter, a middle-aged
            woman named Linh, and her granddaughter Khánh, the bride. Khánh wore a swinging ponytail and a pinched expression of anxiety, hewn with sudden, luminous smiles.
         

         
         “Your first cousin,” Bà Anh clarified.
         

         
         Calla gripped Vivi’s hand and squeezed it. A fly staggered throughout the kitchen, loud and insistent, landing first on Linh’s
            shoulder, then the bluff of a winter melon, before some enterprising auntie reached out and smacked it down, as if with the
            mighty hand of Zeus. The blade of the cleaver, hitting the cutting board in a syncopated rat-tat-tat rhythm, droned into Vivi’s
            head.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” she said, pressing fingertips to her temple. “Our cousin? That would make Khánh’s father—”
         

         
         “Your uncle, yes. Nguyễn Văn Ki`êu.” Bà Anh wrinkled her brow, an unasked question dancing at the edge of her voice.
         

         
         Vivi swallowed her humiliation. “Of course. Forgive us, the jet lag has scrambled our minds.”

         
         The women in the room evaded the sisters’ gazes, out of pity or maybe kindness.

         
         Khánh’s smile wavered. “Technically, we aren’t blood cousins. Ba Ki`êu is my stepfather, but the only father I can remember. He and my mother married when I was a toddler. He’s the best man I’ve
            ever known.”
         

         
         “We’re eager to meet him. Our uncle.”

         
         Vivi tested out the word and found that it caught in her throat. Calla nodded, a mirrored unease in her expression. They were
            afraid that the Nguyễns of Long Xuyên would want an explanation for the silence in their family. These strangers seemed to know so much about the sisters, and
            Vivi and Calla knew so little about them.
         

         
         In time, their relatives settled the sisters with their own cutting boards, elbow to elbow with the other women. Calla was tasked with slicing lime wedges, while Vivi wrestled extravagant bunches of cilantro whose mangled leaves left wet, green splotches on the plastic board. They spoke lightly about their intentions in Long Xuyên, framing their travel as part of a lifelong desire to understand their family’s roots. Calla, Vivi could tell, was bursting
            to reveal more, but Vivi gently steered the conversation to the ordinary. She didn’t yet trust her relatives with all the
            secrets she and Calla held.
         

         
         She said, “We regret not knowing more about the people we came from. I’m an art conservator, a bit of an amateur historian.
            I find myself preoccupied with dates and lineage.”
         

         
         “It’s very boring,” Calla said, in her child’s Vietnamese. But Vivi noticed that, even in the few days Calla had spent in
            Việt Nam, she’d become more proficient. The rhythm of the language, now immediate and less theoretical, sang on her tongue. Vivi
            felt a flash of pride. Calla had always been brilliant at anything that held her interest.
         

         
         “If you want to know such things, Ki`êu is the one to speak with,” Bà Anh said.
         

         
         “He’s home?”

         
         The prospect of meeting their uncle filled Vivi with hope, mingled with a sludge of dread. If he was anything like their father,
            then it would not be a long or pleasant conversation. Yet, from the easy way his family spoke of him, Vivi thought that perhaps
            Ki`êu might be made of a different, less wounded substance than his brother.
         

         
         “Resting now. He’s easily worn by the commotion. But he’s the one who carries our stories, the historian of the family. Has
            made it his mission to know who rutted with who and what illegitimacies it led to.”
         

         
         “Má!” Linh cried.

         
         “We’re all adults here. And what family isn’t stained by a dalliance or two? I pity the family without a good, meaty secret
            nested somewhere in their bones. That’s where the humanity lives.”
         

         
         Vivi didn’t know if she agreed. A secret had led them there, to this overfull kitchen, among voices that engraved into her mind with every passing moment. And yet, long ago, a secret had also broken the foundation of a family, torn a mother from her son, two beloved sisters from each other. 

         
         Secrets were a necessary rot, wells of the soul where spores flourished and spread, fed by darkness and fear and, sometimes,
            love. The draining of them, these deep and scattered wells, was grueling labor, the sort that depleted one’s emotional stores.
            Even after all this time, Vivi wondered if she and her sister could withstand the excavation of such secrets or if they would
            drown in them, unable to kick their way back to the light.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 24

         
         After the cooking was done—piles of vermicelli cakes and golden circles of patê sô and salads with curls of shrimp on top—the
            Nguyễn women crammed themselves into the main sitting room, loath to depart to their own homes. Vivi had the stray thought that,
            had things been different, their mother would have been wedged within this matriarchal clutch, too, animated by the comfort
            of familiar bodies quilted together without a trace of self-consciousness. Their father, drinking endless cups of tea on the
            back deck with his brother, shaking his legs to ward off mosquitoes.
         

         
         Of course, this was another fantasy, a child’s fantasy. Their parents were dead. They were orphans. Vivi had never understood
            until recently how the thought of her mother—vanished, but never completely gone—had girded an underlying hope she’d nurtured
            since she was seven years old. She’d imagined, sometime in her life, at a moment when she least expected to, she might turn
            on a street corner and come upon May, decades older but still herself, still a mother to two heartsore sisters. But that’s
            the funny thing about hope. It’s a weed, easily pulled yet also built for proliferation. Where one dies, another crops up
            in an adjacent plot, proud and stubborn as ever.
         

         
         Above them, fan blades shook the rafters in energetic loops. The women wilted on settees and lay on the floor, toes waggling
            toward the ceiling. Limbs on limbs, hands crossing unceremoniously to retrieve a magazine, a comb. Some of the cousins were
            painting Khánh’s nails in a blush-pink shade. Aunts were arguing over the order of the next day’s bridal processional, slyly claiming dynastic hierarchy through the assignment of roles. 

         
         The steadfastness of family had always seemed a myth to Vivi. But now, she was seized with the realization of all she’d missed
            out on. What they’d all missed out on. Was it luck that made a family, or an instinct, a skill she could never hone? How did
            everyone else do it? For the first time, she wanted to put her mind to this question. That mind couldn’t help tugging toward
            Samuel and Phoebe.
         

         
         Across the length of a sofa, Bà Anh snored with her feet on a cushion, while Linh, sitting near her on the tile, asked Vivi and Calla eager questions about
            Wisconsin.
         

         
         “I wish I could have seen it. Your home,” Linh said. “Anh Tuấn spoke of it like a kind of promised land.”
         

         
         The phrase gave Vivi pause. Whose promise? And when, for her father, had that promise been shattered? When his hand slid into
            the blades of a saw, one terrible, sunlit afternoon? When May pocketed her passport and walked out without a backward glance?
         

         
         “Tell us about Wisconsin,” Khánh urged, glancing up from her polished nails.
         

         
         Every opportunity to revisit Deer Creek, even if only in the imagination, gave the sisters a chance to retrieve the moments
            of the past and examine them. What did they want to share with this family, their family, who seemed to have only known the
            best version of their father?
         

         
         In the end, through a silent negotiation of crooked eyebrows and meaningful gazes, the sisters chose to tell a fabular version
            of their childhoods. They described how the fog would edge onto the surface of the creek in early spring. The fiery tornado
            of maple leaves falling onto their anoraks as they walked home from school. Wolves howling in the night, great horned owls
            posted on fences, tufts lifted in fretful inquiry. Their Long Xuyên relatives were rapt.
         

         
         Once the sisters began, they couldn’t stop. Vivi recalled the time Tuấn pulled them from their beds to go fishing for brook trout; Calla described how May took them to the county fair, winning a giant stuffed badger for them with her unexpected ring toss skills. Together, they told a tale of Americana, of woodland enchantment and unremitting sisterhood. Vivi was surprised to find that this tale, hovering somewhere above the other, untold moments, was as true a recollection as the stories they didn’t want to tell. Narrative, after all that, was only a filter through which meaning—varied, contradictory, subversive—could sift. Easily picked up, easily discarded. 

         
         Calla had found a piece of paper and a pen and begun sketching the groups of women. The household pup, a mutt with a drool-slicked
            chin, came out from under the stairs and nestled up to her leg. Absentmindedly, she scratched behind its ears.
         

         
         Looking over Calla’s shoulder, Vivi glimpsed gestural curves that suggested the sloping rhythms of domestic intimacy. It was
            the first original work she’d seen from Calla in a long time. After Enmeshment, Calla would not talk about her art. Even her closest friends complained that she’d become too private about her paintings.
            No one knew what inspired her anymore. Maybe she didn’t know herself. Vivi hadn’t been certain that Calla would ever work
            again.
         

         
         “It’s good, Button.”

         
         “I know.” Calla didn’t glance up from her page, but a tiny smile played at the edge of her mouth. Nothing was so hard-won,
            nor so sincere, as a sibling’s straightforward praise.
         

         
         Linh disappeared into the hall and returned with a medium-sized canvas. “Your descriptions make his paintings come alive.
            I think you’d like this one.”
         

         
         The painting depicted the farmhouse in Deer Creek, captured at sunset, when the shadows were most dramatic. Tuấn had used a pronounced tenebrism technique to enhance the contrast between light and dark, casting a dappled spotlight onto
            the farmhouse roof. His primary tones were ochre and verdaccio green, which made it seem as if the painting had been dipped
            in the creek, coated with doleful nostalgia.
         

         
         But, despite the faintly anachronistic technique, his was a faithful portrait. The sisters spied the same saggy porch with the broken board, the shutters on the windows edged with hangnails of paint. In the drive, the maroon truck had been parked at an angle, its windows rolled halfway down. Far in the background, almost too far to catch, two small figures were leaping over a fence. It was unclear whether they were headed into the dark clutch of woods behind the farmhouse or back home. 

         
         “That’s us,” Vivi said. She turned to Calla, whose eyes had begun to fill. “Isn’t it?”

         
         “Of course it’s us.”

         
         The knowledge sunk like a bar of soap in the bath, edges softening. Their father, an artist. Failed or paused, on a long sabbatical.
            It was strange yet inevitable to discover this here, as if the most sacred part of him had been enshrined in his hometown.
            We are different people in different places. Context, the hand that shapes identity and, sometimes, remembrance. 
         

         
         Linh said, “He painted it during his final visit. This was before May left. Before his accident. He wanted us to have a piece
            of you girls.”
         

         
         But why, Vivi wondered, hadn’t he brought them back to Việt Nam? Or told them about this other family waiting for them? They’d thought themselves alone in the world, three marbles jumbling
            around a dismal little house.
         

         
         “We’ve never seen his paintings,” Calla said. Her fingertip hovered over the fence line. “He’s sort of got this epic Dutch
            Golden Age thing going on, right?”
         

         
         “Rembrandt,” Vivi agreed, taking the canvas in her hands.

         
         “I was thinking of the Flemish landscapists.”

         
         “No chance. They were too tonal. And there were rarely figures in their work.”

         
         “But look at the haze over here, near the grass. Rembrandt would have never fallen into that romanticism.”

         
         Linh glanced back and forth between them, a bemused expression settling as they argued. Vivi handed the painting back to her.

         
         “I’m sorry. We do this. Bicker too much. Especially about art.”

         
         “I was just thinking how much you remind me of my own siblings.”

         
         “Do you have any more of our father’s paintings?” Calla asked.

         
         “Many.” The voice trailed from a back hallway, slightly high-pitched and unfamiliar. “We’ll show you all of them.”

         
         Linh got up. “That’s your Cậu Ki`êu. I’ll help him. He doesn’t need it, but I like to be needed.”
         

         
         Linh brought their uncle into the room in a wheelchair. Ki`êu was an unassuming man, his hands placed on his lap, a shy smile tugging the sides of his mouth. He was clean-faced and sparse-haired,
            dressed in gray slacks and a linen button-down with a missing button near the collar. Thick white brows shielded eyes that
            were heavily lined at the corners, a product of a life of mirth. They’d learned that he was seventy-seven years old, five
            years their father’s junior, born the year that Tâm had died.
         

         
         Vivi studied him for similarities with Tuấn. The brothers didn’t resemble each other in any discernible way, except perhaps in the rise of their cheekbones. Where her
            father possessed a brutish charisma, Ki`êu seemed gentle to a fault, like the sort of man who might frequently be taken advantage of by men like Tuấn. Lion and mouse, an unlikely brotherhood.
         

         
         Bà Anh said with overblown cheer, “Look who’s come! Tuấn’s girls from America.”
         

         
         As Ki`êu studied them, Vivi saw that his eyes were not blue or black, but some shade in between. The color of hawk’s eye quartz; of
            pines in shadow on the coldest of January twilights; of rare sea creatures and pockets of the galaxies that light sought but
            could never reach.
         

         
         Finally, their uncle said, “You’re just as I expected. Anh Tuấn had talked of you constantly. I worried over you after—”
         

         
         He stopped, as if the fact of his brother’s passing was too terrible to articulate.

         
         Why hadn’t he written them after Tuấn’s death? Or, for that matter, all those years before, when a friendly voice would have made all the difference? Maybe he had written in the last few months, but the letters had arrived unanswered, stuffed into the mailbox that neither sister bothered to clear out after the funeral. Missed chances, the story of their lives. 

         
         Calla, buoyant in nearly any social situation, nearly throttled him with a hug. “We already feel like we’ve come home, Cậu Ki`êu.”
         

         
         Vivi could only observe his mannerisms with taciturn detachment, searching for a break in his gentleness.

         
         After the pleasantries and explanations, Ki`êu said, “I’m happy to talk with you about your father. About our family, if you like. Will you girls sit by the bridge with
            me?”
         

         
         “In this heat!” Linh protested. 

         
         She went to straighten his shirt collar. Seeing her aunt fuss over her family made Vivi ache. How many times had May committed
            these small acts of caregiving for Tuấn? Laying a miniature soy sauce tin into his lunch box, wordlessly untying his boots at the back door because he struggled
            with the laces after the accident. She offered him countless deeds of love, and he still lost himself.
         

         
         “Evening is almost here,” Ki`êu said, touching his wife’s hand lightly with his own. “If they don’t mind the mosquitoes.”
         

         
         “I don’t,” Vivi said immediately, then turned to her sister. “Button?”

         
         Calla hesitated, pen dangling from her fingers. “Why don’t you go without me? I’m in the middle of something. And Khánh promised to let me drive her motorbike before dinner.”
         

         
         Her sketches lay next to her in a pile on the floor, each portrait rendered with swift, dynamic strokes. Amid her eagerness
            to get to know their relatives, Calla seemed to have forgotten that they’d come all that way for Tâm. But Vivi saw her sister’s beseeching expression and gave in. One couldn’t force Calla to do something she didn’t want to.
         

         
         “Fine,” Vivi said, suppressing her irritation. “You stay then. Don’t crash her bike.”

         
         “Love you, mean it.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 25

         
         Out at the back of the house, Ki`êu wheeled himself down the ramp, shrugging off Vivi’s offers of assistance. The bridge in front of them led across a dry, shallow
            gulch and into an uncleared thicket. Her uncle’s chair caught at the planks, but he pushed it along, stronger than his age
            might suggest.
         

         
         Even though he was the younger brother, Ki`êu seemed much older than her father. But it made sense. Vivi hadn’t seen Tuấn for years, since Calla’s wedding, so her image of him had frozen in time. The body she’d gazed upon in the coffin—clad in
            a pressed suit; signet ring on his pinky finger; a weird rictus grimace on his face—had been that of a stranger.
         

         
         Vivi handed Ki`êu the unsent letter from her father, the one that had led the sisters to Long Xuyên. “A delivery from beyond the grave.”
         

         
         As he read, he blinked hard, as if clearing dust specks from his eyes. “After all this time. Your mother didn’t leave you.”

         
         “She did,” Vivi corrected ferociously, brushing a lone, irksome tear from her eye. “She might have tried to return, but she still
            left. Like him.”
         

         
         For a few beats, Ki`êu regarded her in sympathetic silence. Then he said, so quietly she had to stoop to hear him, “You think your father meant
            to get in the accident?”
         

         
         “I don’t know what I think. How did you find out that he’d died?”

         
         “His lawyer wrote us. Tuấn had left me a bit of money. I haven’t touched it. Everything that counted, the house and the land, went to you girls.” 

         
         Vivi had disregarded the lawyer’s messages. She didn’t want anything from her father. And Calla, in her haste, would have
            signed whatever documents she was supposed to, then forgotten about the whole thing. Maybe they’d have known about their uncle
            sooner, had they done things differently.
         

         
         “I miss him,” Ki`êu said. He rubbed at the face of his watch, as if trying to jitter time. “And I don’t believe he killed himself. The Tuấn I knew wouldn’t have quit life like that. Especially not with you two to live for.”
         

         
         Vivi ignored the spasm in her chest. “What do you remember about him?”

         
         “What don’t I remember? He was my knight, my samurai. As he’d say: a real shit-giver. He’d throw off the bigger boys when
            they came after me. He had a sense of justice, you know; too rigid often, but fearsome nonetheless.” Vivi remembered her father’s
            wink at Halloween when she’d pushed the bully onto the pavement. Morality and love, both so twisted in Tuấn. “He was also an adventurer, anxious to experience everything he could, like there was a ticking clock at his back. How fast
            he sped on the motorbike—I thought I’d die half a dozen times as his passenger.”
         

         
         “Every cop in a fifty-mile radius knew his truck by sight. Calla is the same.”

         
         “I can see that.” Ki`êu laughed, a gravelly and comforting sound that Vivi leaned toward. “Once, when he was a teenager, your father stole our neighbor’s
            brand-new motorbike. This was in the fifties; not many of us had them yet. But we couldn’t get enough of the speed, him especially.
            He had more confidence than aptitude back then, so you can guess what happened next. That very day, he drove the motorbike
            straight into a pit by the canal. Such filth. The bike was wrecked, of course, and we had to walk for miles in sodden clothing.
            The walloping our father gave us! We worked for months to pay the neighbor back, then, as soon as we did, Tuấn tried to convince me to go steal another bike.”
         

         
         Vivi gave a short, amused huff. “Head like a rock, brain like mud. Our mother said that about him when she was annoyed.”

         
         “Each time I tried to get angry at your father, he’d shine that bright smile on me—so like your sister’s, actually—and I’d
            have to relent. After all, he made it feel inevitable that we’d be just fine.”
         

         
         “Were you?”

         
         “Sometimes. And sometimes we weren’t. But who doesn’t need that illusion of safety? Was my brother such a capable charmer
            in America?”
         

         
         Vivi thought of Tuấn’s rapid decline after May left, how he slumped over the bills at the kitchen table, a flush collaring his neck as he added numbers that never
            seemed to match up. His painful, almost savage squirm at parent-teacher conferences and the way he cursed out other drivers
            at the slightest traffic infractions. No, he wasn’t a charmer, and he wasn’t very capable either.
         

         
         Maybe that had been the appeal of the shed. There, he could travel back to the roads of his youth, speeding toward a future
            that hadn’t yet been etched in granite. Dreaming of alternate realities as Vivi sat in her bedroom, doing the very same thing.
         

         
         “My father had demons,” she said finally.

         
         “You mean his anger? I saw it. He’d get in terrible fights sometimes. Especially when he drank. Everyone knew to steer clear
            of him in those moments.”
         

         
         “We did too.”

         
         “After I got married, my wife forbade alcohol in our home. That seemed to help. You’re right to say that Tuấn had a darkness in him. He covered it with bravado, but no one could deny it, not even those who most adored him. Some humans
            come with a price. You accept them in their entirety, because learning to love their flaws is easier than not loving them
            at all.”
         

         
         “I wish I’d met the man you knew.”

         
         Ki`êu was silent for so long that Vivi thought he wouldn’t answer. Then he said, “We’re different people to our children than to others in our lives. The barrier of personal responsibility can stand between fathers and their children. For some, it’s insurmountable. I’m sure Khánh will one day approach others with questions she might have asked me. She’ll wonder if she ever knew me, too.”
         

         
         “Wouldn’t you rather give her the answers yourself?”

         
         “What if I’m unable to give her the answers she needs?” He fell into a coughing fit, then held up his hand as Vivi reached
            to help him. After a moment, he continued. “Maybe there’s another truth I can offer you.”
         

         
         The sunlight glinted off the steel encasing Ki`êu’s wheelchair. His hands rested on his knees, wrinkles crisscrossing like wires of knowledge. How many years did her uncle—any
            of them—have left?
         

         
         At that moment, Vivi thought of metempsychosis, the transference of souls. Would it be possible for her parents, those damaged
            and beaten souls, to start again in another life? And if they did, would they bring the old pain with them, or would they
            finally be able to lay it down?
         

         
         “I want to know everything. My father never talked about you. Any of you. We assumed you were dead.”

         
         He sighed. “I wondered. Over the years, I’ve thought of you all often, especially after your father’s death. He didn’t want
            us to write you.”
         

         
         “Why would he hide you?”

         
         “Why does anyone harbor a secret? Shame. Protection. He blamed himself for this.” Ki`êu gestured down at his legs. “I’ll tell you what I remember.”
         

         
         

         Before her father’s accident at the lumber mill, there had been another. When Tuấn was sixteen and Ki`êu was eleven, they decided to run back to the abandoned family home by the ravine. The Old House, they called it. It was largely uninhabitable, but they liked to explore the property for odds and ends. A decade before, a foreigner had come to live there, and the boys were still digging up things she left behind after her death. They liked to pore over her cache of belongings, making up stories about her life. It was their secret kingdom where beatings were verboten, where laughter was plentiful and unabashed. 

         
         That day was clear and fine, with a springtime breeze that coaxed them from the Old House to the yard beyond. Tuấn called for a game of hide-and-seek. Ki`êu remembered that Tuấn had been in a mood that afternoon. Their father had antagonized him and Tuấn was tense with resentment, so when he took off to hide, it was with a thundercloud over his head. 
         

         
         Ki`êu looked everywhere for his brother—in the trees, behind boulders, within the wreckage of the house. Evening had almost fallen
            and Ki`êu, still timid and a little afraid, called out for Tuấn again and again. Said he was giving up. He wanted to go home. But hours passed and Tuấn never came.
         

         
         Eventually, the moon rose and the night creatures began to stir. The fine day turned into an ominous night. Ki`êu sobbed, frightened in earnest now, not caring if his brother jeered at him. They were alone and their parents would not know
            where to find them. No one would.
         

         
         Then came a laugh, Tuấn’s laugh. Trốn tìm, em. Ki`êu ran toward the sound of his brother’s voice, which had begun to grow fainter. The woods were dark. Ki`êu tripped on his own feet. He could hear the rushing of the river as he approached the spot where the soil began to curve steeply
            down into the ravine. His brother’s voice was so clear, so close, thorned with impatience now.
         

         
         Trốn tìm!

         
         In his haste to avoid Tuấn’s irritation, Ki`êu raced ahead. His foot slipped on a patch of weeds. He went barreling down the ravine. Seconds later, he landed almost twenty
            feet below, his spine hitting the sharp jut of rock in exactly the spot that would sever the use of his legs for the rest
            of his life. The last thing Ki`êu saw was a spiraling shadow high above him. He imagined it to be a great, winged creature come to escort him home.
         

         
         “Over sixty years and I’ll never forget my brother’s face when I woke in the hospital. It was so pale, lifeless. You’d think he was the one who’d fallen. He refused to leave my bedside. It took years before he would return to the Old House, and even then, he would not linger. We’d both had our lives ripped away that day.” 

         
         “You were just a child.”

         
         “So was he.”

         
         “You’re not angry at him?”

         
         “I was. Of course. But he’s spent a lifetime repenting for it. There was never such a devoted brother. He helped me build
            a new life and, when I married Linh, he gave me money for our house. And after all, it was an accident, what happened at the
            ravine. How can I explain forgiveness between siblings? You have a sister. You know. The separation between selves isn’t so
            firm. The grudges crumble under the weight of the love.”
         

         
         “But he left you again, for America.”

         
         “How could he not? He was able-bodied. He would have had to fight, and possibly die, in the war. And he needed to go. After
            what happened, the situation with our father had become untenable for Tuấn. They’d always had an uneasy relationship. They were both balls of fire, full of temper. My paralysis worsened everything.
            Ba blamed Anh Tuấn for what he saw as my lost potential. It didn’t matter how unjust it was. Ba came to hate Anh Tuấn and, eventually, my brother came to hate himself.”
         

         
         “You didn’t want to come to America?”

         
         “I’d met Linh and I didn’t want to leave, even if I could have, so Tuấn came home to me when he could. He always said he wanted to move back to Việt Nam for good. The American dream failed him, it seems.”
         

         
         “It usually does.”

         
         “But he had you girls and your mother. He stayed in Wisconsin for you.”

         
         “He did his best?” Bitterness, that familiar old seasoning, clung to her words.

         
         Ki`êu reached over to take her hand. “And I can also understand that it wasn’t enough. I’m not here to apologize for my brother. Only to tell you the truth of him as I know it. We are all demons and angels both. It is the project of our lives to hold these contradictions.” 

         
         There was a faraway rumble of thunder, a hint of the rainy season that still hung over south Việt Nam. Ki`êu studied the clouds. They were kissed with a soft gray, the luminescent highlight of an elephant’s ear. Every so often, there
            was a distant flicker in the sky. Vivi had the impression of a bare bulb swinging against clapboard, its diffuse light growing
            and retracting in the push and pull of the wind.
         

         
         She said, “My sister and I discovered something about our family. It’s a bit of a mystery.”

         
         “Intriguing.”

         
         “I wonder if you could help me trace the genealogy.”

         
         “I’ll do what I can.”

         
         “Your father was Huy,” she began. He nodded. “Which means your grandmother was Ngọc.”
         

         
         “Yes. She’d adopted Huy, the way I eventually adopted Khánh.”
         

         
         “And Huy’s biological mother: Was she Ngọc’s sister, Tâm?”
         

         
         “Yes,” he said slowly. “You know?”

         
         “I’ll be honest. I wasn’t here initially to speak about my father. I began this journey because of Tâm. They said that her life was tragic.”
         

         
         “You’ve heard of the family curse?”

         
         “Bits and pieces. I’d like to hear it from you.”

         
         Another warning rumble.

         
         “Ever since Tâm’s drowning, our family has coddled our fear of water. Hard to avoid it altogether, living so near the Hậu Giang, and yet we manage. As you might have guessed, our father’s birth was a scandal in the town. Tâm was an unmarried mother and prone to sadness and oddity. Everyone was a little afraid of her. Her drowning only made people
            more fearful. So Huy grew up in the shadow of her death, which was as mysterious as her life. If he’d any solace, it came
            from his adopted mother, Ngọc. A more good-hearted soul you’d never meet. If not for her—well, none of us might exist.”
         

         
         “She took care of Huy until she married?”

         
         “Even then, she brought my father with her to be raised as one of her own. Such an act of love tied us all together. Huy was
            lucky he did not drown with his mother. So much tragedy in those days. Lost children, lost mothers. A generation of mourning.”
         

         
         “And Tâm’s death, people think it was accidental?”
         

         
         Vivi felt the brush of déjà vu. She’d asked this question, many times, of her own father’s death. Maybe that was their true
            family curse. Not a fear of water, but a destiny of unknowing.
         

         
         “That’s more difficult to say. There was a note, but my grandmother Ngọc never believed her sister died by suicide. She didn’t believe Tâm died at all, truth be told, even though everyone thought she was delusional. Ngọc said she could still feel Tâm’s presence. A sister knows such things, she insisted.”
         

         
         “Was there no body?” Vivi knew the answer but teased it along anyway.

         
         “None was ever found. It’s not uncommon for things to float out to the delta, then beyond the reach of understanding, but
            there are always those who need evidence. The evidence wasn’t enough to satisfy all.”
         

         
         “What did those people think happened?”

         
         He pressed his lips together, disapproving. “Some of the more fanciful in our circle believed that Tâm had been taken by a river wraith, then transformed into a creature of the water, fated to roam her ancestral home for her
            sins. Growing up, we teenage boys would dare one another to seek the spirit of our grandmother. Maybe the kids still do. They
            said if you saw her reflection in the river, she’d pull you in, and you’d become a wraith too.”
         

         
         In her mind’s eye, Vivi saw the cool planes of a mirror, a river’s deceptively smooth surface. All the doubled versions of
            the universe, caught through unlikely openings.
         

         
         “And that’s where your accident happened,” she said.

         
         “Fate can be eerie. It’s a funny thing. Your father was curious about Tâm too. His seemed to be a late-in-life obsession, one he undertook in the months before his death. He’d write with a million
            questions about Tâm and Ngọc, none of which I could answer with any satisfaction. I never knew why he was so drawn to our grandmother.”
         

         
         Then Vivi told him what she knew about Tâm, the woman who became K. P. Lý. The woman who, she was certain, they referred to as the foreigner. Ki`êu was incredulous, but he didn’t dismiss her theories. He marveled that there was a famous artist in their lineage. It explained
            Tuấn’s talent, which seemed to have sprouted out of cement, a shoot without origin.
         

         
         She promised to show him her translations of Tâm’s journal. After all, he had claim to the offering too, whatever it was.
         

         
         “Can you tell me where the Old House was?” she asked.

         
         “It’s still there. Not, actually, so far as one would think. But the building isn’t very safe. You shouldn’t go alone.”

         
         “I’ll take my sister. But I must see it.”

         
         “I know you do.”

         
         On the way back, Ki`êu allowed Vivi to wheel him down the path, then up the ramp toward the house. He patted the hand that lay near his shoulder.
         

         
         “You’re home, Vivi,” he said. “No matter what brought you here, my brother would be glad that we’ve met.”

         
         Back in the house, the family had rearranged the bedroom assignments. They’d insisted that the sisters stay the night and
            join the festivities in the morning. They could borrow clothes from the cousins and aunts. While Vivi was with Ki`êu, Calla had accepted on their behalf.
         

         
         Vivi couldn’t be annoyed when she saw Calla. She’d let someone put her hair in curlers and had changed into an áo bà ba that a cousin had loaned her. Looking right at home. She was dipping slices of green mango into muối ớt and held one out to Vivi.
         

         
         “Can we please?” Calla cajoled.

         
         “One night.”

         
         “We can start with that.” She winked.

         
         Impulsively, Vivi reached over and hugged Calla, pressing her sister’s warm head near her heart. Ki`êu’s stories had underlined the fragility of life, how easy it was to lose what you most loved.
         

         
         A beat later, Calla wriggled free. “Why are you so obsessed with me?”

         
         After they ate dinner with the family and settled into a spare room, Calla leapt across Vivi on the bed to claim the side
            closest to the window, the cooler side. They faced each other. Vivi smelled the grassy sweetness of pandan syrup on her breath.
            A slick of sweat articulated the baby hairs near her temple into black crosshatches.
         

         
         Across from them, on another bed, a set of visiting cousins slept back-to-back, thighs wrapped around long body pillows. They
            reminded Vivi of caterpillars twisting around twigs. Their snores wound around the sisters, muffling their conversation.
         

         
         “Aren’t you glad we came?” Calla whispered.

         
         “It’s been illuminating.”

         
         “We have an uncle. Cousins.”

         
         “More of Dad’s secrets.”

         
         “His paintings, though,” Calla said. “They’re beautiful.”

         
         “They’re fine.” Vivi was lying. Earlier that night, Ki`êu had shown the sisters the rest of Tuấn’s art and she had privately marveled at each. Landscapes, mostly, done with precision and skill. His palette was consistent,
            his vision true. She struggled to understand how someone who could see the world so clearly could also fail to understand
            his own limitations when it came to his family.
         

         
         Calla kicked her lightly in the shin. “Why are you so mad at him still?”

         
         “Why aren’t you?”

         
         “You were never so angry at Mom when she left.”

         
         “I didn’t have time to be angry. I was busy making sure you were taken care of. Because he disappeared into a bottle every night.”
         

         
         “So that’s it, then, you’ll never forgive him?”

         
         “He didn’t ask for my forgiveness.”

         
         “Maybe you weren’t ready to listen.”

         
         They stared at each other, sheets of blame laid in the space between them. Finally, Calla faltered. She looked away first. But the victory felt hollow to Vivi. She didn’t want to win, she only wanted to be understood. 

         
         “Tomorrow,” Vivi said. “After the wedding. We’ll go to Tâm’s house then.”
         

         
         Calla adjusted her pillow. “Sure, okay. But what if we stayed for a while? Here. With our family. What if this was what we’d
            been missing all along?”
         

         
         “And the offering?”

         
         “There’s always time.”

         
         “Now we’re in no rush?”
         

         
         “Can’t you hear the call?”

         
         “What call?”

         
         “Destiny.”

         
         “I can’t with you, Madame Clairvoyant.”

         
         “You’ll see. Something bigger than us is waiting in this town.”

         
         Vivi shut her eyes and thought of the teenage boys who’d tried to catch Tâm’s ghostly reflection in the river. How they imagined they heard her too. Were they the mad ones? Or was it Vivi, so cut off
            from the possibility of things she couldn’t understand?
         

         
         A creature whistled in the darkness—a bird, a beast, a human—and she strained her ears toward the sound, as if it would tell
            her something new. But she simply couldn’t hear the same things her sister did. Not destiny, not promises from beyond the
            grave. Maybe she never could. Their psychic alienation, once a pond, now a yawning and uncrossable ocean, became too much
            for her.
         

         
         “Bee?” Calla tried.

         
         Vivi pretended to be asleep. After a moment, Calla turned, and they rested inches apart, feet touching like a pair of twinned
            embryos.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 26

         
         The following afternoon, Khánh and Canadian Evan married in a tall-towered cathedral at the center of town. They were earnest in their vows; hands shaking,
            eyes lowered. Their families gathered in a tight circle around them, as if to say: For them, you’ll have to fight your way through us. It wasn’t just a ritual for witnesses, but one for protection, as if the might of community could forestall future peril.
            A wonderful fib we tell ourselves, but Vivi found herself fighting the prickle of tears anyway.
         

         
         She snuck a look at her sister. Was Calla thinking of her own wedding at that moment? Snowflakes strung from glass ceilings,
            monogrammed napkins, sheepskin rugs. If she did, she never said it. She only beamed.
         

         
         “Those two will make it,” she said.

         
         Calla took Vivi’s arm as they strolled to the banquet hall where the reception would be held. The heat was particularly sharp
            that day and Vivi fidgeted against the fabric of her borrowed áo dài. She tried to loosen the mandarin collar, but her fingers were slick with sweat. Calla reached over and did it for her.
         

         
         “I like this color on you,” she said.

         
         Marigold, like the eyes of Lý’s creatures. Calla wore cornflower blue. All morning, Vivi had been uncomfortable in her own skin. She woke with a rasp in her throat, a migraine drumming into her temples. She dry-heaved into the toilet, trying to mask the sounds by repeatedly flushing. Maybe she shouldn’t have drunk the tap water at the hotel in Ho Chi Minh City. She’d forgotten that she did not possess her sister’s iron stomach. When she looked at herself in the mirror, she saw a wan copy of the reflection that usually greeted her. Calla, maddeningly, remained fresh as ever. Việt Nam agreed with her.
         

         
         Vivi’s attention turned to her antler ring, which had been cutting off her circulation as her fingers swelled in the heat.
            She struggled to pull it past her knuckle, then tried to slip it into her purse without drawing Calla’s notice, but Calla
            caught the glint of silver.
         

         
         “That ring doesn’t even fit you anymore,” Calla said. She wrenched it from Vivi’s hand and threw it into the dirt. “Just give
            it up already.”
         

         
         “What the hell.” Vivi retrieved the ring and put it in her pocket. “It’s Mom’s. It’s ours.”

         
         “I should never have taken it from you.”

         
         “We agreed to share it.”

         
         Calla ignored her sister. “Not that you put up a fight. If I’d asked you for the skin off your back, you would have given
            it to me. You were born with such guilt. Apologizing for yourself. Wanting to be so good. Who did that to you?”
         

         
         Something in her sister’s words hit at the quick. “I don’t want to be therapized right now.”

         
         “You’ve always been afraid to stay. Afraid to leave. Indecisive whenever it came to your own needs.”

         
         “Why are you picking a fight, Calla?”

         
         The air was too thick. The scent of fried food, oily and pungent in the swelter, made Vivi nauseous. Calla’s expression turned
            guilty.
         

         
         “I read the draft of the email you wrote to Samuel last night.”

         
         “You went into my email?”

         
         “Your passwords have been the same for the past twenty years. Cybersecurity experts would have a field day with you. I read
            it because you’ve been so—sad lately, so unsure of yourself. I wanted to know why you were walking away from him.”
         

         
         “Because you showed up with a goddamn letter and sketch from Dad’s shed! Because you asked me to follow you on this wild chase!”
         

         
         “No one was forcing you to choose between us.” Calla paused, a twinge of uncharacteristic nervousness skittering through her
            defiance. “Anyway. I, um, I sent the email.”
         

         
         “You didn’t.” Vivi wanted to smack her. She wanted to shake her until her teeth rattled. What had she said in that email?
            Too much. She saw now that she wasn’t really intending for Samuel to ever read it. Her words were too raw, bloated with confessions
            she’d have died to utter aloud. 
         

         
         “Someone had to do it. You would have sat on that email forever, until he forgot about you. I was doing you a favor.”

         
         “That’s so fucked up. You’re so fucked up.”

         
         “I’d rather be a fuck-up than a coward who hides from my own desires. Like one of those deer that gets spooked by their own
            shadow.” Calla’s voice softened. “Tell me: why did you stop painting? When we were kids?”
         

         
         “Don’t change the topic.” Vivi began to walk away. “That was a terrible thing to do. A betrayal of trust.”

         
         “That’s right, tuck tail and run.” Calla followed her. “You were good at art. Do you remember? You were the one who inspired me to start painting.”
         

         
         Even though Vivi was losing grasp of the conversation, she recalled, in a painful flash, how it felt to sit in front of a
            single leaf for long stretches at a time, studying its shape as it swung from a thread-thin axil. The delight of cataloguing
            the numerous shades of nut in a chipmunk’s tail. Then, after she received a watercolor set for Christmas, the awestruck wonder
            of discovering the true complicity of color. Brown on top of green becomes a deeper, woodsier shade. Blue could be warm and yellowish or it could carry the briskness of mint or it could even sit alongside the stridency
            of black, deeper for the addition of darkness, more alluring somehow, like the far side of the moon . . .
         

         
         Calla was still speaking. “It was like you were building a world where none of us could go. That’s probably why I began painting. I wanted to follow you into that world. And you, all you wanted was to be an artist.” 

         
         “I was a child. I didn’t know what I wanted.” The emptiness after her mother left. Paintbrushes slung into a shoebox in the
            closet. That terrible dejection when Tuấn took interest in Calla’s underwater mural, after he’d never once glanced at Vivi’s drawings. Art had never been enough. Or
            she had never been enough.
         

         
         Tears sprang to her eyes and she swiped at them, embarrassed. Calla saw more than Vivi had given her credit for.

         
         “Did you ever think the reason why you decided to preserve art instead of creating it was because you like the control? You
            work in the shadows so no one can judge your heart or mind. You’d sooner vanish than leave yourself vulnerable.”
         

         
         “Better that than painting my dirty laundry for a gallery full of strangers. How’d that vulnerability work out for you?”

         
         Hurt zipped across Calla’s face. Vivi had never outwardly blamed Calla for her part in the Enmeshment scandal. If anything, she wanted to protect her with silence. But now, something was cracking open between them, and Vivi
            felt as if she could destroy everything. It’d be easier than being exposed like this.
         

         
         Calla swallowed, then said, “I’m not going to apologize for what I painted. Creation requires an act of faith. So does love.
            And both scare the shit out of you. I’m not sure you’ve ever learned to love a single person in your life. How could you,
            when you hate yourself so much? I don’t want this life for you, Bee.”
         

         
         Calla’s face crumpled with all the wishes she held for her sister. The selfless and selfish ones both. She opened her arms
            to Vivi. The desperation in her eyes was enough to give Vivi pause. Two paths opened in front of her. In one, she might allow
            herself to hear her sister’s words and admit that her manner of existence in the world—remote, fearful, ridden with a nameless,
            pursuant anxiety—was not the only way to survive. But that would require her to change herself completely, from beginning
            to end. It would be hard work, the hardest she could imagine.
         

         
         Calla’s arms wavered, then fell at her sides.

         
         “Just stay out of my email,” Vivi said. She didn’t yell the words. They were neutral and firm, clipped with a businesslike
            dismissal. “And for the love of God, please stay out of my life.”
         

         
         Calla stepped back, stricken. She pulled her bottom lip under her teeth, worrying at it, her features pinching in hurt. If
            Vivi had screamed at her, Calla might have been able to hold her position. Fury would be more tolerable than this icy being
            who resembled her sister on the surface but bore no emotional resonance to the Vivi she loved.
         

         
         The wedding banquet hall was up the street. Guests fanned themselves as they slid through the front doors and into the blissful
            gusts of air conditioning that awaited them. On a side street, someone set off a spree of fireworks. There was a high whistle,
            then a machine-gun round of ear-shattering pops. Cheering and smoke filled the air.
         

         
         Vivi thought of watching the distant Fourth of July fireworks from Wayland’s yard when they were teenagers, how they’d slap
            bugs off one another’s legs, pass around a stolen bottle. The glow of a bonfire burnishing their faces—happy, young, stupid.
         

         
         It had once been easy to see the future. Now she could only take in the emptiness. A life without Calla. It was not, actually,
            so unthinkable. And that was the real heartbreak of it all. Finally, a chip of ice gave way. Warmth crept reluctantly into
            Vivi’s heart, dissolving some of the anger.
         

         
         “Let’s take a beat,” she said. “We’re saying things we don’t mean.”

         
         “Are we?” Calla became gentle, even as she wouldn’t meet Vivi’s gaze. “You go ahead. Find Tâm’s house; find the offering. It’s your mission now. I don’t want to keep going.”
         

         
         “You can’t mean that.”

         
         “You think that all this began because I somehow couldn’t do it without your precious art history knowledge. But I didn’t
            need you, Vivian Nguyễn. I included you because I wanted you, because I wanted you to be able to see me as a person you could trust. But no offering is going to fix what’s broken.”
         

         
         “But—”

         
         “Please go. I don’t need you anymore.”

         
         Vivi had drawn the first blood, but Calla’s words became the killing blow. A person could obliterate a thing in an instant,
            even those things built over countless moments of labor. It seemed unjust, wasteful, but Vivi couldn’t bear to be the one
            to pick up the pieces again.
         

         
         She left her sister standing in the street, surrounded by laughing wedding guests and the jaunty spill of music from the banquet
            hall. Calla stared at the ground, as if she’d lost something precious in the dirt, and could not possibly, for all her seeking,
            find it again.
         

         
         
            
               
                  To: Vivian Nguyễn [v_nguyen@mail.com]
                  

                  From: Paul Quân [paul.quan@rathmore.edu]

                  Subject: Re: an offering

                  You’ve done what few have, Vivi Nguyễn—you’ve managed to surprise me.
                  

                  But why are you wasting your time typing this out to me? It’s not an email; it’s an article. A goddamn book. I’ll even blurb
                     it if you remove some of the adjectives. Your prose swims in them.
                  

                  The story is missing something, though. An ending. What’s the conclusion to your Tâm’s great tragedy? Figure that out. Then you can understand the arc of it all.
                  

                  —PQ

               

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 27

         
         After Vivi changed out of her áo dài, she rented a motorbike and took an ungainly ride through the outskirts of the town, losing her way and her internet reception.
            She had a vague directional sense of the Old House from where Ki`êu had indicated on the map and followed it by memory and instinct, both of which failed her. Twice, she circled the same formation
            of straight-spined palmyras.
         

         
         Finally, she arrived at an opening in a thicket that led to a layer of dense understory. A beaten path soon melted into spindles
            of teak. She left the motorbike behind and went on foot. Arrow-shaped morning glory sprang in low tangles, an army of it.
            She snagged her shoe on a patch and flew onto the ground, caking her clothes and skin in mud. Sediment coated her tongue.
            She spat it out and picked herself up.
         

         
         As Vivi trudged deeper into the thicket, annoyance grew in her. The birdcalls had a taunting lilt to them. The day, previously
            so glowing, now took on a wan and sickly quality. Each path bled into the next, interlocked Möbius strips of green and brown.
            Sweat and dirt worked an alliance that turned her skin sticky.
         

         
         Yet, motivated by stubbornness and Paul’s encouraging words, she went on. She’d find the offering, even without Calla, and
            she’d present it to her, like a trophy, a repudiation of Calla’s accusations. See, I am capable, I am fine. I can handle myself, even if you don’t believe in me.

         
         She thought of her father and his brother; of all the things Calla seemed to know about her, that knowledge itself a sort of betrayal; of May and her feeble love, another wounded animal on the floor of the farmhouse. 

         
         Once, a therapist with purple-framed spectacles and a calendar of Degas paintings lectured Vivi at length about cycle breaking.
            Vivi had stared at the reproduction of a ballerina’s turned-out and beslippered foot, politely giving the impression of attentive
            listening, ever the dutiful student. Privately, she wondered what one should do if the cycle was the only thing keeping a
            family together.
         

         
         As she walked toward the ravine, circles came at her in all directions. Bulbous mushroom caps; a spiderweb’s glittering hub;
            the sun, pale and pearl-like, hovering between trees. Their mother’s antler ring, left behind on the bureau in Long Xuyên.
         

         
         Tâm had drawn the same sundial in her letter and her journal. What was a sundial but another cycle, an endless circle, spliced
            to create meaning?
         

         
         Finally, Vivi arrived at the end of the path. There, the Old House sat on the edge of the ravine. It was a small and sharp-angled
            building with a variegated roof and a single window on either side. The door was missing, revealing a gaping entryway that
            made her think of Marcel Allard forcing in the door to the Château des Miroirs. Open doors could so often be a sign of violation,
            as well as one of invitation.
         

         
         She balked on the threshold. She could just make out the outlines of the dark interior crawling with vines, scattered with
            the carapaces of beetles. Or maybe she imagined those signs of life. After a moment, Vivi walked inside.
         

         
         The house smelled like everything all at once—rain and mildew, salt and flowers and animal shit. She saw a cabinet eaten by
            termites, a rusted table, a cracked pot that might have once held a plant. The moth-ravaged remnants of a once-grand tapestry
            clung to a nail on the wall. She ran her fingers under the frayed cotton. Wherever she stepped, clouds of dust released like
            sighs.
         

         
         Vivi slid her hands into drawers, flinching when they touched unfamiliar textures. A wet tuck here; a scaly nub there. Small creatures had come and gone over the years, dragging with them leaves and berries, like thieves stealing into their hideouts with absconded bounty. Even in her disgust, she felt a surge of wonder at the relentless passage of time. No place is ever truly abandoned, not while life is conceivable. 

         
         She searched the floorboards and peered into eaves. No sundial. A black feather lay on the floor, dusted over, but still soft
            to the touch. Vivi flipped through the books by the single cot in the back room, Tâm’s bedroom, where on a high shelf, she found a disintegrating copy of Nightwood. She cradled the book for a moment, then gingerly slipped it into her bag.
         

         
         Hints of Tâm still lingered in the novels, written in French, bearing inscriptions from Justine or Emil; in the empty glass jars still
            streaked with paint; in that taut sense of waiting that the house exuded. Places can carry the emotional residue of their
            inhabitants, and this house, tattered as it was, had once held its breath in hope.
         

         
         But now that hope was long gone, and with it, any clue of how Tâm’s story ended. After searching the rooms twice over, Vivi was forced to admit that the one artifact she was looking for was
            nowhere to be found. There was no hint of a sundial anywhere in the house.
         

         
         A book! Vivi could have laughed at Paul’s misplaced optimism. All she had to show for herself was a mouthful of mud and a
            slew of questions whose answers continued to evade her. Her limbs suddenly felt leaden. She rolled her neck and exhaled.
         

         
         What had Calla called her? A coward.

         
         She couldn’t be a coward. She’d traveled across the world in pursuit of a mystery. She ran toward the unknown, not away from it. How easy
            it would have been to leave Blue Mirror in its overpainted form and continue living her life without another ounce of disruption. But Vivi didn’t do that. She went
            seeking. Not that Calla would thank her for any of it. 
         

         
         But even amid her indignant, one-sided defense, something else niggled at her. Would she have pursued Tâm’s mystery if Calla hadn’t pushed her? Calla and Tuấn had taken her to Rathmore and Arles and now Việt Nam, like leading an unwilling horse to a trough. How many of her decisions were in reaction to those of someone else—Tuấn, Calla, Wayland—and how many were borne of her own desires? She was afraid to admit what those could be, because, like Pandora
            opening her box, she might risk those very desires consuming her. Or, worse yet, she might be denied all she couldn’t admit
            she wanted.
         

         
         Vivi thought of how Samuel would be opening the email Calla had sent, his expression dropping as he read over Vivi’s words.
            His hand would run up to those curls, tugging at the nearest one as he wondered how the woman he loved could have hidden so
            much from him. Maybe he’d begin to feel relieved that she’d left, glad that her darkness wouldn’t follow her into Phoebe’s
            unwritten young life. Trauma, she’d long suspected, was contagion. It preyed on the healthy, the pure.
         

         
         Vivi sat on a rotted-wood chair and tried to scrape the dirt from her skin. The tips of her ears itched. Her feet felt as
            if they’d never lift from the floor. She wanted to lay down on Tâm’s bed and sleep and sleep.
         

         
         A miasma settled around her, coating the shadows in an ectoplasm of blue. Twilight, maybe, or something more nefarious, a
            slow draw of a veil. The jarring shift of colors made her believe she was already dreaming. Maybe when she woke up, she’d
            be transported back to the nineteen forties, before any of this had been chiseled into stone.
         

         
         Now Tâm was leaning over her, her hand warm on Vivi’s cheek. Hair threaded with gray, charcoal streaked on her knuckles. A star-shaped
            freckle on her cheek.
         

         
         My light, my lost light.

         
         She was telling Vivi it was time to join her. Tâm had something she’d been wanting to give her—yes, her! Vivi just needed to stand and walk. One step in front of the other.
            Through the woods. Through the night. Back home, beloved, back home.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 28

         
         It was dark when Vivi found her way to her uncle’s house. Later, she would say that she didn’t know how she made it. A force
            outside her own had been leading her through the woods, where she’d wobbled through the thicket, scraping her arms against
            bark and stones as she stumbled. She was bleeding and bruised, dazed by her surroundings. But somehow, she managed to find
            the rented motorbike and retrace the path back into town, swaying the entire way. Her survival instinct thrashed its way through
            the surface of her delirium.
         

         
         On the road, the trees seemed to lean toward her with malice. Leaves gossiping in rustles of sound that were louder than they
            had any right to be. A civet darted across the road, then turned golden eyes onto hers, its hackles rising in menace. She
            sped past it, knowing that if she stopped, she might not leave the spot where she fell.
         

         
         At last, when Vivi arrived at the Long Xuyên house, she nearly collapsed on the doorstep. Linh, gasping at the sight of her cuts, her unfocused gaze and erratic breath,
            brought Vivi to bed. Someone drew off her mud-crusted sneakers. A hand skated across her forehead.
         

         
         Linh’s skin was so cold on hers that Vivi shivered. Her temperature had gone far beyond the threshold of comfort. She was
            in a fever, the worst she’d ever experienced. Even her teeth felt like molten beads searing the tissue of her mouth.
         

         
         Sometime later, through wavering eyelids, she saw a doctor approach the bed. An anise-scented liquid stuck on its way down her throat. He forced a pill between her lips. She tried to bite his fingers and he drew back with a sharp curse. Đụ má, same across all languages. Voices clanged softly together like shaken beads.
         

         
         When Vivi closed her eyes, beasts ranged across her imagination. Snakes with the heads of tigers. Deer with humpbacks. They
            clawed at her, as if she were hiding something they needed to find. Blood surged in her ears, but her body was still as a
            tomb, her lips mute as midnight. She couldn’t fight any of the threats, from within or without.
         

         
         Hours, maybe more, passed in this confusion. She did not think she could take another minute. But when she woke, it was evening,
            and she didn’t feel as if she were burning anymore, only deeply sore and parched. Someone was sitting next to her—a warm,
            solid presence that lifted a glass of water to her lips.
         

         
         “Button?” she asked, trying to blink past the layers of sleep.

         
         Ki`êu’s face settled into clarity. Concern in his eyes; a creased brow that, for a moment, reminded her of her father rifling for
            the disability checks in the mail. “Your sister and Linh are fetching more medicine for you. Calla didn’t want you to wake
            alone.”
         

         
         “How long—”

         
         “Almost two days. But the fever’s passed.”

         
         Two days lost. There was little chance of recovering the offering and returning to Chicago before the opening of Sea to Earth, especially when her search had yielded nothing at all. She’d looked everywhere at the Old House. If the offering was still
            there, it was evading her.
         

         
         She mustered the manners to say, “I can’t thank you all enough. Especially after you warned me not to go alone.”

         
         “There’s no blame between family,” he said. Vivi gave him an odd look; to her, there was only blame between family. “Your sister is distraught, you know.”
         

         
         “I didn’t mean to worry anyone.”

         
         “She said you’ve been looking for something at the house by the ravine. Did you find it?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Maybe I can help. With you and your sister nearby, I find it easier to return to my childhood. It’s as if my brother is here,
            calling for me to join him.”
         

         
         Vivi jostled herself into a sitting position. “Anything you can share would be helpful. I’d like to understand more about
            Tâm. What she was like in her final days.”
         

         
         “It was a lifetime ago. Before my time.” He sat in thought for a few moments. “But Tâm, Madame Lý as we called her then, made an impression on us all. My parents talked about her even after she died. Not just because she’d
            bought the old family home. But because she was such a novelty. The neighbors simply referred to her as the Foreigner.”
         

         
         “How did she come to know your family?”

         
         “She’d hired Ngọc as a sort of nurse, and sometimes my grandmother took Tuấn with her. He was little more than a toddler when Madame Lý arrived. She indulged him. I doubt he remembered anything about her either, he was so young.”
         

         
         “And her relationship with Huy?”

         
         “She took a special liking to my father. One understands why now. He was a musician—a flutist—and sometimes he’d come to her
            house and play the old songs for her.”
         

         
         “They were friends?”

         
         “I don’t know that they saw each other as often as Ngọc saw Madame Lý. But yes, they seemed to have some kind of kinship, from what my grandmother said. It’s a marvel to think of it now. Mother
            and son, reunited after so many years. I wonder if she, Madame Lý, told him who she was.”
         

         
         “I don’t know. I hope she did. He was her reason for returning to Việt Nam. Did anyone in the family ever mention hearing about a sundial?”
         

         
         He shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

         
         “A place where time peels from light?”

         
         “That doesn’t strike anything for me either. I know you hoped for something more, but these are only borrowed memories, after
            all.”
         

         
         “I understand.”

         
         He offered an affectionate smile. “Sometimes we have to accept that there will be blank spaces that we may never resolve.
            I’ve studied our family’s lineage for most of my adult life, and still I can’t peer into the past with the clarity I might
            wish. After all, I hadn’t imagined that Tâm had returned to us—that she was still alive—until you told me.”
         

         
         “Doesn’t it frustrate you, knowing so little?”

         
         “At my age, I’ve come to see that not knowing is a gift too. Sometimes, it’s the most merciful one we can give to ourselves
            and others.”
         

         
         He was right: Vivi might never know whether Tâm ever revealed herself to Huy or whether Ngọc resented her sister’s return, after her years of disappearance. Would Ngọc have recognized her sister immediately? And did she hold blame toward Tâm for leaving Huy in her care? Or did they simply pretend not to know each other, to start fresh with an illusion of ignorance?
         

         
         Who was Vivi to disturb the past? What did any of them owe her; what did she owe them? An abandoned house might never reveal
            a single answer. A lost painting might never shed light on a broken heart. All you could do was hold the questions for as
            long as you could bear, before dropping them in the river of time.
         

         
         

         Calla and Linh returned, relieving Ki`êu from bedside duties, even as Vivi insisted she didn’t need nursing. No one listened to her. They brought bowls of broth and
            rearranged her blankets as if she were a dumpling to be molded for the steamer.
         

         
         As Calla draped a washcloth over Vivi’s forehead, she hummed the tune of a Velvet Underground song they’d both loved when they were teenagers. Vivi glimpsed Calla as she once was, bent over a sketchbook in their childhood room, her back curved like a fishhook, Stygian shadows brushing against her forearms. 

         
         After a moment, Vivi added her voice to Calla’s humming, resurfacing the lyrics from their past with a catch in her throat.
            Pure worlds, strange mirrors, and lingering eyes, images as haunting now as they were then. Calla paused, then began to sing
            too, layering her clear soprano atop Vivi’s wavering alto in such precise harmony that it became difficult to distinguish
            whose voice was whose.
         

         
         Linh listened from the doorway, smiling when they halted, swallowing all the things they couldn’t say. “Pretty singers. Pretty
            sisters.”
         

         
         That night, Calla slept on a floor mat by Vivi’s feet. To give her space, she said. The truth was, neither of them could bear
            the lie of physical closeness at that moment. Not after what they’d said to each other. It felt as if a weary old bridge had
            finally crumbled, leaving an unfilled gap that neither could cross.
         

         
         Rain pattered on the roof and pushed a cool wind onto Vivi’s skin, soothing the last of the flush from her fever. She watched
            her sister breathing in and out, a small furrow in her brow, and had the sensation of missing Calla deeply, desperately. She’d
            spent so long grieving their lost intimacy. Without honesty between them—an honesty that’d been tainted long ago, perhaps
            even before they were born—they would always stand apart. Reaching for each other maybe, but ultimately divided. Now, at the
            end of the seeking, Vivi found she could no longer countenance that distance.
         

         
         “Bee?” Calla’s voice came from the bottom of the bed. “Are you crying?”

         
         “No.”

         
         Calla crept up onto the bed and used a corner of the bedsheet to wipe her sister’s eyes. “What’s wrong?”

         
         “I don’t know what all this was for.”

         
         “Searching for the offering?”

         
         “Waiting for Mom to come back.” It surprised her, this truth. “I’ve been ready to stop playing protector for years now. In some part of my mind, I thought if she would return to us, then I could hand it back to her, that role that was thrust on me. But she’s dead and so it’s just me and no one is coming to relieve me and I’m afraid I’ll never get what I want.” 

         
         “What do you want?”

         
         “Besides a pair of functional, living parents?”

         
         “Might as well ask for the moon.”

         
         “I want to move in with Samuel. I want to let myself love Phoebe.” She answered without hesitation. “To continue my work and
            make mistakes without them costing me everything. Mostly I want to stop worrying about whether you’ll start taking pills again
            or run through your savings or get stranded in some Latvian forest.”
         

         
         “I’ve never thought about Latvia in my life.” Calla wrinkled her nose, then grinned. “But I’m intrigued.”

         
         “You know what I mean. I want to be your sister, not your surrogate mother.”

         
         “So just be my sister.”

         
         “It’s that easy?”

         
         “It can be.” Calla’s answer was meant to be reassuring, but instead, it sounded sad and final, like the closing strains of
            a song you might never hear again.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 29

         
         Vivi stood, still weak from her fever, and shrugged into fresh clothes. The usual olive-oil spill of sunshine outside the
            window had dulled into the color of bleached driftwood, casting the morning with a crepuscular sheen. Turning the day on its
            head. The air was spongy, soaked in moisture. Only a few days remained before Samuel’s opening. She checked her email incessantly,
            but he had sent no response to her letter. The letter Calla had sent. He was busy with preparations, he’d said he wouldn’t
            write again. She shouldn’t have expected anything more.
         

         
         A crack of lightning sounded in the distance.

         
         “A storm,” said Linh from the doorway. “Feel how thick it is out there. We’re due for it.”

         
         “Has it been a rainy season?” she asked.

         
         “No. That’s the trouble. The sky has been threatening all month. It’s been holding back for a day like this.”

         
         Linh told Vivi that Bà Anh, her mother, had something to share with Vivi. Ki`êu had relayed Vivi’s interest in the house by the ravine, and that, combined with Vivi’s mentions of a sundial, sparked something
            in the older woman’s memory.
         

         
         “I’m coming right now,” Vivi said. She stepped forward so swiftly that dark spots blotted her vision.

         
         Calla rose as they spoke. “I want to hear what she has to say too.”

         
         The sisters walked together to the sitting room, where Bà Anh held a sheaf of papers. She handed them to Vivi. They were the plans of a building, etched on transparent drafting paper.
         

         
         “Do you recognize it?” Bà Anh asked. She held a cup of tea in her palms. Jasmine-scented steam fogged in front of her.
         

         
         Vivi shook her head but continued examining the blueprints. She didn’t understand until she got to the last page. On it was
            an architect’s rendering of a room with a thin arrow pointing to one of the interior walls. There, sketched onto the wall,
            was a tiny sundial, a crude replica of the one drawn onto the last page of Tâm’s journal and her letter to Huy.
         

         
         “Đụ má,” Calla breathed, looking over her sister’s shoulder.
         

         
         “How do you have these?” Vivi was blinking rapidly. It was too much to hope for.

         
         Bà Anh unfolded a curling edge of the blueprint. “My father was the most talented builder in town, so when Madame Lý arrived, she sought him out to renovate the house by the ravine. These belonged to him. I remember how many long hours he
            worked on that renovation. It was unlivable before he got to it.”
         

         
         “What does that arrow signify?” Vivi asked. She pressed her fingertip on the drawn sundial, as if it would unlock a passageway
            beneath the page.
         

         
         “Once, he told my mother about a strange request that Madame Lý had made. She said that he should leave a hollow space in the wall behind a tapestry she’d commissioned from a local weaver.
            That drawing was his way of marking the spot, so he wouldn’t forget. She’d sworn him to secrecy, but there were no secrets
            between Má and Ba.”
         

         
         Vivi’s breath stilled. “What was on that tapestry?”

         
         “The design was based on one of her paintings. My father said there were creatures the likes of which no one had ever seen—monsters
            from a nightmare. They all spun around an object at the center of the tapestry.”
         

         
         “A sundial.”

         
         “A sundial.” Bà Anh paused. “So it means something to you, that sundial?”
         

         
         The sisters exchanged a look. Calla nodded. Then Vivi explained to Bà Anh that they believed something had been placed in the wall behind the tapestry. Something essential to art scholarship,
            yes, but also to their family. She showed her the stripped version of Blue Mirror, the photos she’d taken of Tâm’s letter. She described, briefly, the contents of the journal they’d found in Arles.
         

         
         “What is it? This offering you’re hoping to find?”

         
         “I don’t know,” Vivi said. She bit the corner of her thumbnail, hesitating. “We’d need to break into the wall to find it,
            whatever it is.”
         

         
         Vivi thought Bà Anh might have been aghast at their sacrilege or at least try to talk them out of damaging a piece of history, but she only
            looked thoughtful. “You’ve come all this way for this sundial?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “And you think Madame Lý, this K. P. Lý, is your great-grandmother Tâm.”
         

         
         “It’s an unbelievable tale, I know.”

         
         Bà Anh was gazing at the pile of blueprints in front of her. Vivi could see from the tender manner in which she rearranged the
            papers that she understood something about legacy. She’d preserved her own father’s for many years. Some cycles, Vivi surmised,
            did not need to be broken. They went on and on, fueled by the persistence of love and memory.
         

         
         Finally, Bà Anh said, “Stranger things have happened here. This delta holds a million secrets; why not Tâm’s? If you say it’s so, I believe you.”
         

         
         Calla asked, “Can you tell us what you remember of Madame Lý’s time at the house by the river?”
         

         
         “It’s okay if it’s not much,” Vivi added. “It was a long time ago.”

         
         “I remember more than you’d think,” Bà Anh said, a bit sharply. “That was the mid-forties, I suppose. Those were quieter times within the endless string of wars.
            The war in Europe, of course, raged, but that was far away in our minds. In our country, it was just before the Việt Minh and the French were at each other’s throats. And I was a young girl, dying for excitement, eager to gather any bits of adult gossip I could. So naturally I eavesdropped on my parents whenever they spoke of Madame Lý. She reminded me of a figure from a fairy tale. Or a spirit from a ghost story that kids like to scare each other with.”
         

         
         “She was, in a way,” Vivi said. “The woman who never drowned.”

         
         “My father always said that Madame Lý was not entirely of this world. She didn’t scare him, exactly, but she made him nervous. Those intense eyes. That ceaseless
            painting—all of which she destroyed before her death. Her sight often traveled beyond him, he said, as if she were seeing
            something us normal people couldn’t. Or, as if she was waiting for something.”
         

         
         Her Chaton? Her son? The impossibility of a life where she could have both? Want ran in their blood. None could escape it,
            that insatiable hunger.
         

         
         “In the end, Madame Lý only lived two years in that house by the river. After all the work my father put into finishing it! Of course, it wasn’t
            her fault she died so soon. Only, the tragedy of it. My father said that it was a rare gift to fulfill someone’s last wish,
            and that house was Madame Lý’s. She called it her ill-earned reward.”
         

         
         “Were she and your father friends?” Vivi asked. 

         
         “Friendly, I’d say. She liked to talk with him about the European architecture she’d encountered in her travels. He spoke
            French too and she loosened her tongue with him. She considered herself both French and Vietnamese, in between places. A citizen
            of no country. It must have been difficult to live—and die—in such a lonely way.”
         

         
         “What did she die of?”

         
         “She had a malignancy of the lung, I believe. My father was there on the morning that she passed. The family was all around
            her, Ngọc and Huy and even little Tuấn, who was confused, crying. My father said that Madame Lý was wheezing so hard it was difficult to understand what she wanted. She would not part her lips for even a drop of water.
            But my father would never forget her last words. Those were crystal clear.”
         

         
         “What were they?” The sisters asked. Unconsciously, they edged closer together.

         
         Rain dribbled onto the tin roof. Tiny drumbeats springing from tin to wood to soil, impatient to reform into a mass greater than themselves. From sea, back to earth. The recumbent clouds above had darkened the room, so the women only saw the outlines of one another’s faces. 

         
         “My father said that Madame Lý sat up very suddenly and gasped, in a tone of awe and joy, the sort of which he had never witnessed before: ‘Oh, what a wild
            and glorious blue!’ And then she laid back down and closed her eyes again. She never took another breath. That was the end.”
         

         
         “Or,” Vivi said, thinking of Los Brillantes, “that was a new beginning.”

         
         Bà Anh sighed and agreed. “We should all be so lucky.”
         

         
         Despite the alienation that’d grown between them, Vivi and Calla found each other’s gazes. They spoke their intentions without
            words.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 30

         
         The rain was descending in starts and stops. Wearing borrowed ponchos, Vivi and Calla made their way through the forest, slowed
            by the sporadic downpours that drenched them to the bone. Each time one of the sisters slipped in the mud, the other would
            reach out with a steadying hand. They ignored their soaked hair and the bite of branches on their skin, intent on finding
            their way to the house by the ravine.
         

         
         Each carried a hammer in one hand. It was a slightly ridiculous image, the two of them striding with militaristic concentration,
            only to stumble a moment later into the wet grass. But Vivi pressed on, seeing in her mind’s eye the hollow behind the tapestry.
            She berated herself for not investigating it more closely the previous day. But now that she knew what hid there, she couldn’t
            be dissuaded. Neither of them could. The Long Xuyên Nguyễns hadn’t managed to convince them to wait; nor did they wish to accompany the sisters on a day such as this.
         

         
         “Come home quickly,” Ki`êu had said. The lines were deeper around his eyes, gravity dragging his mouth into a gully of worry. 
         

         
         Vivi squeezed his shoulder as they left, but she didn’t promise anything. It would take as long as it took.

         
         Even without speaking, she knew Calla felt the same need for completion. If Vivi squinted, she could make out the specter of their father blurred in the trees. Hand against bark, shadow long and unwavering, nodding them along. Whatever the offering was, they had earned it together, all of them. 

         
         The wind began to still as they approached the house. Vivi saw anew how perilously it balanced on the edge of the ravine.
            Below, the terrain wrinkled into a trench that filled with more rain each passing moment. From a distance, the rising water
            looked to be about ankle-high, tumbling in a loud rush around the rocks. A wasp of anxiety circled her mind but never managed
            to land.
         

         
         “This is it?” Calla eyed the house, then the water. “Why do I feel like it’s going to collapse at any moment?”

         
         “It won’t. Let’s go.”

         
         In moments that frightened her, Vivi became curt. She saw herself as a general girding for battle, armored against stray darts
            of emotion. In reality, she was little more than a turtle, withdrawing into the dented carapace of its shell.
         

         
         Calla saw through her sister’s detachment and placed her hand on Vivi’s back, as if calming a spooked creature. “It’s alright.
            We’ll go in together.”
         

         
         Inside the house, they paused and took stock. Their eyes ran past the moth-eaten upholstery, the cracked windowpanes. Vivi
            could see now how she’d overlooked the tapestry. Without the shield of curtains—long shredded by vermin and natural decay—sunlight
            had worn away at the tapestry’s fabric, reducing the figures to knots of frayed thread. 
         

         
         If Vivi had found the tapestry decades ago, she might have salvaged something in it. Stitched the tears in the fabric, mended
            the loose wefts. But now it was worth nothing at all. The conservator in her clenched in helplessness.
         

         
         “Help me with this,” Vivi said, gripping the edges.

         
         They tore down the tapestry. It slumped to the ground, releasing a thick cloud of buff-tinted dust. The wall behind it bore
            a square of paler wood where the sun and dust hadn’t touched. Vivi knocked on the hollow spot.
         

         
         “Ready?” Calla asked.

         
         Her father had been so close to his grandmother’s offering. Only a few more steps, a little more reach, and he could have
            been knocking on the wall in their place. And Tâm had been so close to being known. The dissonance between desire and fate struck a rough chord in Vivi’s ear.
         

         
         Here, on the cusp of revelation, she found herself hesitating. A part of her was afraid that finding the offering would erase
            all the echoes in her mind. Once, she’d have exulted at the prospect of freedom from her past. Now she found that she didn’t
            want to lose those voices that had become as familiar as her own.
         

         
         “It’s okay,” Calla said. She smiled, but unconvincingly. “Whatever we find. Even if there’s nothing there. We’ve made it this
            far.”
         

         
         With twin nods, the sisters drew their arms back and released their hammers into the hollow square, into what would have been
            the core of the sundial. Again and again, like a cathartic dance. Calla, then Vivi. Vivi, then Calla. Wood splintered and
            crackled in on itself. Outside, thunder groaned. It only took a dozen swings before they revealed the gaping hole.
         

         
         Inside was a single ledge that held a long, flat object. The sisters dropped their hammers.

         
         Vivi paused to meet Calla’s gaze at the same time that Calla sought hers. Vivi never thought they looked alike, but at that
            moment, she felt the inevitable homecoming of meeting her own reflection. In this case, it was a homecoming mixed with alienation
            and a searing sadness she couldn’t yet understand.
         

         
         Later, she’d come to see that it had been this very search that had held them together. Now, that search was at an end. Who
            knew how long it might have taken for them to come back together without Calla’s discovery in their father’s shed? Vivi might
            never have found the courage to be honest; Calla might not have learned how to hold her sister’s pain. Once the engine of
            the mystery died, they would have to decide what they would be to each other.
         

         
         This time, Vivi asked the question. “Ready?”

         
         Calla nodded firmly. “Yes.”

         
         Together, they lifted the object out of its hole and blew off the dust.

         
         It was a folding screen, roughly the size of a small shelf. Vivi recognized it as a quarter-sized version of the famed Japanese
            screens she’d studied back at Rathmore. This particular screen’s smallness meant that its purpose was decorative rather than
            functional. Calla made a small oomphing noise, like a child startled from a dream. Vivi touched one of the metal hinges, now
            corroded into rough nubs. It was a miracle that time hadn’t done more damage to their great-grandmother’s offering.
         

         
         “I almost don’t want to unfold it,” Calla said.

         
         “Yes, you do.” A smile ghosted on Vivi’s lips.

         
         “You’re right, I do.”

         
         Then, gently moving away from each other, the sisters pulled the screen apart, revealing the painted panels that’d been collapsed
            for over three-quarters of a century. There were four in all, oil on plywood. Vivi thought she could still smell the faint
            residue of turpentine and resin, even as she knew that must be an illusion.
         

         
         From the window, the glow of lightning broke into the room in startling flashes.

         
         Each panel was small enough to be a miniature painting in its own right. If you glanced at one in passing, you might never
            take a second look. All you’d see would be a palette of abstract color. A statement of blue, devoid of meaning.
         

         
         But Vivi and Calla knew better.

         
         The sisters lifted the panels closer to their faces. Ran their fingertips over the edges of the plywood. Squinted, peered,
            and wondered. The artist and the conservator, worshippers at a temple of discovery. The paint on the panels was layered so
            thickly it seemed almost edible, like frosting. Tâm’s signature impasto, a gift of excess from her overflowing heart.
         

         
         Vivi examined the hues of squalling oceans, cosmos dimpled with stars, deep-hearted crystals, a macaw’s glossy wing. Glancing over, she saw that Calla was hypnotized by her own experience of their great-grandmother’s art. Vivi wished she could see what her sister did. Feel the art as she did. The tragedy of the human experience is in how avidly we each resist translation, even as we yearn to be understood. 

         
         Each of the panels carried a scene.

         
         On one, a mother pushed a hammock strung between two bamboo trees. Within the husk of the hammock, viewers could see the outlines
            of a baby’s profile, eyelids frosted over with twilight.
         

         
         On the next, that same mother trailed her young son in a field of lavender. Their feet were shielded by the tall foliage,
            he was turning to call her. The child had been frozen in a euphoric midair leap.
         

         
         The third panel portrayed the mother—now grayer of hair, stouter of frame—watching from the shore as the son swam at the edge
            of a lake, his arms cutting through the water as mountains towered beyond them.
         

         
         The last used the lightest palette of all, brushed in pale shades that took on a diaphanous quality, like organza placed atop
            ice. In this panel, the woman was in her sixties or seventies. She sat on a bench. Next to her, the son—a grown man, his own
            face weathered—held her hand. The sun was so brilliant that it bleached the background to near white, flattening the perspective
            so that all one could see was the mother and her child. The rest—the context—was incidental.
         

         
         If they read the panels in order, the sisters would see the timeline of a life unlived. They’d find evidence of wishes long
            buried but never forgotten. On these, the last of Tâm’s paintings, there were no monstrous creatures, no chasing demons. Only peace. Only sorrow.
         

         
         Few critics would name this folding screen as a masterwork. It could be read as saccharine domestic art, to be sure, a decorative
            piece for the mantle, nothing more. Vivi could hear Dylan and Smith’s damning survey. The panels weren’t especially virtuosic
            in technique nor original in subject matter. At best, they were sentimental reproductions of what Mary Cassatt had accomplished
            a half century before, made marginally more interesting because of their medium. Devoid of ideological prowess.
         

         
         But Vivi knew that no matter what Tâm had painted, she would have likely been lost to the ivory temples of history. She wasn’t white or wealthy, stylish or socially adept. Any true ambition she felt for herself had been killed in a locked shed, when she was little more than a child subjected to the brutality of a man who felt entitled to her humanity. 

         
         Hadn’t Vivi’s own sense of destiny and selfhood been destroyed that first day she began to cower from her father? Violence
            seeks to tame all our inner wildness, until what’s left is a desperate apology for our existence. Until all that remains is
            the dim impression of a dying light.
         

         
         “We have to show Cậu Ki`êu,” Vivi said, coming back to herself. If Tuấn had found this offering, what might it have healed in him? She wondered if art could ever be enough; symptom or cause of
            the human condition. “Button, did you hear me?”
         

         
         Vivi realized that Calla was weeping. The sound of her tears had been drowned by the rain. Her lips moved; her eyes asked
            a question of Vivi. The drumming from outside the house had become so loud that Vivi couldn’t tell if Calla was speaking.
            If Vivi’s own words had found shape and destination in her sister’s ears.
         

         
         Lightning struck somewhere very near the house. It was at that moment when Vivi saw that the storm had become an onslaught.
            The turn toward disaster had been sudden, as if someone had released a valve on a faucet. Rain pelted from the sky. Squealing
            gales ripped branches from the trees and swung them onto the sides of the house. It felt as if some great army had begun an
            assault on them.
         

         
         The sisters jumped when they heard the crack of glass as a massive branch struck the west-facing window. The hairs on Vivi’s
            arms stood at attention, each illuminated in white. Electricity tingled against her skin.
         

         
         When Vivi glanced outside, she saw that the water in the ravine was rising. Too quickly. Dark waves burbled ever closer to
            the top, the ravine’s surface pocked so heavily with rain that it seemed like a breathing menace, an angry Cetus prowling
            toward them. It was time to run.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 31

         
         “We should go, Calla, we should really—”

         
         Vivi barely had a chance to get the words out before she witnessed the ravine overflow.

         
         Her mind leapt to the colors used by Théodore Géricault in The Raft of the Medusa. Samuel had a print of the painting in his condo, right next to his bookshelf. Sometimes, thrashing on his bed, she’d dream
            about the scene, a lesser night terror that nevertheless filled her with fitful unease when she woke. Now she saw Géricault’s
            raft as if it was in front of her. A dark-skinned man waving a flag. Another sitting elbow to knee in bleak resignation, his
            other hand resting over a fallen sailor as the waves meted destruction in all directions. Despair, infamy, the terrible might
            of nature. Art as premonition.
         

         
         Through the open entryway, water began seeping into the house by the ravine.

         
         There was a crumbling toward the back door, something large falling onto the roof. They heard another enormous crash. Dread
            mounted in her gut. They should have waited to come.
         

         
         Vivi shouted, “We need to hurry.”

         
         Calla turned a dull gaze onto her sister. “But the offering.”

         
         Vivi saw Tâm, standing on the edge of a river so many years ago. Contemplating the forked paths of ruin and misery.
         

         
         “We’ll take it with us,” she said.

         
         Vivi slid the panels back together and wrapped the screen in a scrap of the torn tapestry. Then she shoved the bundle under
            her poncho and sloshed through the rooms toward the doorway. In minutes, all this—the last of her great-grandmother’s life—would
            be swept away. At the threshold, she turned to give Calla an impatient tug of the head.
         

         
         Calla’s hair dripped onto her shoulders, her shoes sopping from the churn of water at her feet. In her hands, she held a paintbrush
            that she’d taken from the sill. 
         

         
         “Come on!” Vivi yelled.

         
         She kicked water at Calla. Dark droplets bloomed on Calla’s poncho. Calla was staring at her in befuddlement, as if they’d
            wandered into the wrong timeline. Vivi had never seen her sister so uncertain. Usually, she barreled ahead, ready to seize
            circumstance and damn consequence. But now, at a time when urgency would have been welcome, Calla remained troublingly stagnant.
         

         
         “Calla!”

         
         A refrain of worry washed through Vivi: She can’t swim well, she’s afraid of going underwater, I will lose my sister in this country, I will lose everything.

         
         “Don’t let me do this alone,” Vivi said.
         

         
         Their gazes met.

         
         After one last second of hesitation, Calla dropped the paintbrush and began to follow her sister. There was no time for relief.
            They drew their ponchos closer and ran into the waiting storm.
         

         
         

         Vivi traced the flood’s unrelenting progress up her body: licked ankles, lapped shins, kneecaps massaged by cold. How many
            minutes had passed since she saw the ravine overflow? She felt the confusion of displacement. It seemed impossible that she’d
            ended up in Long Xuyên, holding her sister’s hand through a wailing storm. Just a moment ago, she was a child running in the woods, heartbeat pounding as the ravens swooped overhead. Parents still alive, sister tagging along after her every move, a shadow that bent and twisted in time with her. 

         
         The edge of the screen jabbed against her ribs, hauling her back to reality.

         
         Higher ground. They had to get to higher ground.

         
         But nothing was higher than the house, not in this remote spot. They could try to climb a tree, but it had been so long since
            they’d climbed, and a misstep would be treacherous. Vivi was still weak from her recent illness, unable to shoulder her sister
            for long.
         

         
         Calla shivered, insubstantial, dazed. As Vivi pulled her along, Calla didn’t resist, but nor did she appear to be moving of
            her own momentum. If Vivi let her go, Calla would drop right where she stood. Between her sister’s weight and the ungainly
            folding screen pressed against her chest, Vivi struggled.
         

         
         “You have to try,” she shouted.

         
         The flood mixed with the soil and took on a reddish amber tinge. Around them, falcons of wind whistled and hooted up through
            the canopies.
         

         
         Later, Vivi would learn that a category-four tropical storm had hit Long Xuyên, rare and punishing, the first in decades. The town was unprepared. The deluge led to flash floods and, more disastrously,
            mudslides that carried shanties full of frightened families away. Roads were impassable. Cars and livestock floated aimlessly
            down the street.
         

         
         She knew they needed to keep their heads above water. If they could wait out the storm, they could get through this. Once
            the water stopped rising, the flood would eventually drain away. Then all they had to do was plant one foot in front of the
            other to find their way home.
         

         
         In the meantime, the directive was simple: just don’t drown.

         
         And yet, when Vivi glanced at Calla, she knew that it was not simple at all.

         
         With a hard yank, Vivi pulled Calla toward the back of the house. Calla made a yelp of protest, but Vivi ignored her, wiping water from her eyes to survey the yard. A tower of bricks had been stacked against the side of the house. It was a miracle that they hadn’t yet washed away. If the sisters could climb onto the bricks, they might be able to reach the edge of the roof, then pull themselves up. Parts of the roof had begun to crumple inward from the fallen tree they’d heard earlier. It wouldn’t hold for long, but they only needed to buy time. 

         
         “You go first!” Vivi shouted.

         
         Calla hoisted herself onto the tower, then gazed down at Vivi, unsure of what to do next.

         
         Vivi swallowed her frustration and boosted her the rest of the way, Calla crashing onto the roof, stunned by the force behind
            the push.
         

         
         By that time, the screen had grown slippery in Vivi’s hands. With a grunt, she tossed it up to Calla, freeing herself of its
            weight. The wood clattered on the roof. Vivi could almost see the paint melting away in the rain. Or maybe that was an illusion
            from the blur of water in her vision. Tâm’s offering was, in the end, such a small and easily destructible thing.
         

         
         Had it all been worth it? She didn’t have time to ask the question in the moment, but she did for many days—years—afterward.
            The answer would always elude her.
         

         
         Vivi fumbled onto the bricks, fighting to grab at the fascia of the roof.

         
         Calla shook herself. She leaned down and held her hand toward Vivi. “Come on. I’ve got you.”

         
         Then she began to pull Vivi up. As she did, the folding screen began sliding down the edge of the roof on the other side of
            her. Calla turned toward it, still holding her sister’s hand. With her other hand, she stretched her fingers toward the screen.
            Her face whitened with the effort of dragging Vivi up and simultaneously reaching for the screen.
         

         
         Calla’s grasp finally met a corner of the screen. Her body made a sort of crucifix on the roof—one person, torn between two desires. Vivi wanted Calla to save the art, those panels they’d traveled so far to find, the mystery they’d nearly given their lives for. But more than that, Vivi wanted Calla to save her. 

         
         The rain loosened the clasp of their hands, but didn’t break it. There was a sliding sensation under Vivi’s feet. Gravity
            falling away. All at once, the pile of bricks crumbled under her, flotillas of red taken by the flood.
         

         
         The only thing keeping Vivi aloft was Calla. And Calla couldn’t hold on to both Vivi and the folding screen. She’d need two
            hands to haul her sister up.
         

         
         “I can’t lose everything again,” Calla said, a plea in her voice.

         
         Trốn tìm. Was this the end of seeking? If it was, Vivi wouldn’t beg. She’d done enough of that.
         

         
         “You never lost me,” Vivi said. “You never could.”

         
         The storm seemed to quiet. Or maybe Vivi was the one who’d muted the sounds of the swelling flood, the crack of lightning,
            the wind that howled and snapped. It was just her, staring up at her sister. Waiting for Calla’s decision.
         

         
         Above her, Calla swallowed. There was an apology in her expression. Then, with a strangled cry, she let go.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 32

         
         The love between sisters is a sort of cosmic lace woven from a million tiny moments.

         
         Soft two a.m. snores from the opposite twin bed; stupid arguments about gym shorts; a parade of boys-turned-men whispering
            clichés in your ear; games of Stiff as a Board; snooping in diaries carelessly hidden; all the hot water gone when you want
            to use it; citrus perfume that makes you think of winter in the woods; pushing a kid into a locker because he looked at her
            the wrong way; pinching her on the forearm so it bruised like a rosebud; a litany of private jokes that you never want to
            explain to anyone else.
         

         
         Knots of grief, loops of affection, all tatted together into a tangle, a blessing, an astonishment.

         
         Those threads began somewhere, with one point of tentative connection—the first time your eyes met above a hospital crib?
            The first time she burbled your name?—but the origin doesn’t matter.
         

         
         In the end, the beauty that those threads have wrought comes not from the architecture of the lace, but from all the breathtaking
            light it lets through.
         

         
         

         The storm eased. Calla and Vivi lay side by side on the roof. When the sky finally cleared of its thunderclouds, they saw constellations emerge. In Long Xuyên, those constellations had shifted from their usual placement in the cosmos for them but remained otherwise unchanged. Steady
            as starlight.
         

         
         “Do you think it’s gone?” Calla asked.

         
         After she lifted Vivi onto the roof, Vivi had looked down to watch the folding screen float away. The hinges had broken in
            the fall, the panels wrested apart. No longer a narrative, but a series of jumbled hopes.
         

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         “After all that.”

         
         “After all that.”

         
         A trace of bitterness clung to Vivi’s words. But could she really regret any of it? They’d met their uncle. They’d dug up
            roots that’d remained stubbornly hidden throughout the decades. And they’d found each other again. Neither of them had ever
            been known for doing things the easy way.
         

         
         Calla turned to face her sister. “I said you couldn’t let go of me; but the truth was, I couldn’t let go of you either. You
            are my tether.”
         

         
         “You’re mine too. A tether can save you—”

         
         “Thank goodness.”

         
         “But a tether can also bind you to the past. Right?”

         
         “I thought we could be us again. The Nguyễn girls, running through the woods with nothing to hold us back. Isn’t that stupid?”
         

         
         Vivi’s eyes grew heavy. Residual mist sank onto her lids as they shut. “So stupid.”

         
         “Do you know what Mom told me before she left? She said we love each other best when no one’s looking.”

         
         “That sounds true.”

         
         “You’ve loved me better than anyone else has. And it cost you everything. Can you forgive me?”

         
         “Probably not.”

         
         Calla laughed. She leaned down and, even though it was just them out in the vastness of decimated forest and farmland, she
            whispered into Vivi’s ear, like she was telling a secret or maybe a prophecy, “You should paint again, Vivian Nguyễn.”
         

         
         “Maybe.” Vivi yawned. “You can help me.”

         
         “Bee, I’m not going back.”

         
         “Yes, you are.”

         
         “You should spread Dad’s ashes here in Long Xuyên. He’d like that.”
         

         
         “Spread them yourself.”

         
         Calla touched Vivi’s shoulder, so lightly she almost didn’t feel it. “I’ll miss you so much.”

         
         “I missed you too, Button,” Vivi mumbled.

         
         Only later did Vivi realize that Calla had been speaking in the future tense, while Vivi had been speaking about the past.
            Forecasting versus remembrance, a disconnect that characterized so many of their conflicts.
         

         
         At the moment, though, Vivi did not have the energy to consider any of that. Exhaustion overtook her, and she was soon drifting
            in a safe, reliable, endless ocean of sleep. In her dreams, Tâm and Justine were riding horses through the aqueducts, their laughter swallowed up by the joyful trill of flute song.
         

         
         

         It must have been many hours later when Vivi woke to the noises of birds industriously putting their nests back together in
            the trees. Water still lingered on the ground, but it had stilled and retreated, steadily evaporating in the hot air. God,
            was it hot. She stretched and sat up.
         

         
         Could it have only been a day since they’d learned of the sundial? What a conclusion this would make for Paul’s book. If she
            could paint again, maybe she could also write. The cycle of art and life: creating, destroying, rebuilding.
         

         
         And what a good story it made for the sisters to tell. Vivi added it to their vault of shared experiences, ones they pulled
            out to regale friends with, cutting each other off to fill in the details. Acting as witness and editor to each epoch of their
            lives.
         

         
         She turned to tell Calla a truncated version of this, or maybe she turned to bicker with Calla again or complain that she
            was hungry—she was so famished—but before Vivi could say anything, she felt it.
         

         
         The certainty, the emptiness.

         
         As she lifted her gaze, she saw what her body had already understood. There was no Calla. Her sister had disappeared again.
            To Cam Ranh? Back to France? It didn’t matter. She had again leapt out of Vivi’s grasp.
         

         
         “Fucking Calla.” Vivi lay back down on the roof. But she was fighting a smile.

         
         Once, she would have spun herself into knots trying to find her sister. Now she saw that they had to live apart before they
            could be together again. All Vivi’s life, Calla had asked her for help. She’d needed her. In this most recent leaving, Calla
            was telling Vivi that she no longer did. Vivi’s only job was to love her from a distance.
         

         
         Somewhere along the way, Vivi had finally learned the art of faith. Calla might be running, but she wasn’t hiding anymore.
            She was running for the love of it, and Vivi had to trust that she would return eventually, her arms open, her boundless heart
            thumping again in time with Vivi’s. Because that was also the secret to their sisterhood. They might live apart, they might
            struggle to free themselves of the other person, but homecoming was inevitable. As May would have told them: homecoming is
            the only real ending to a good story.
         

         
         Vivi crawled to the side of the roof and jumped down. The air smelled fresh and clean. The house, inconceivably, was still
            standing. But the next storm would probably sweep it clean away.
         

         
         As she began walking back into the forest, she took one last glance up into the radiance of the sky, a radiance only achieved
            through immeasurable travail—through perseverance and heartbreak and the ageless yearning for beauty. And she understood that
            Tâm was right.
         

         
         It was such a wild and glorious blue.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 33

         
         During her tearful goodbye with her relatives in Long Xuyên, Vivi asked them to keep an eye out for Calla. No one had seen her after the flood. She simply disappeared, her luggage still
            intact, her borrowed house slippers flung to opposite corners of the room, as if shed in haste. Her wallet and passport were
            the only things missing.
         

         
         But as Vivi packed her own suitcase, she paused, struck by a thought. She went to the bureau. And she saw that the silver
            antler ring was also gone. 
         

         
         Fair was fair.

         
         The Nguyễns all agreed that Calla would return before long. No person could wander the world alone indefinitely, and certainly not Calla,
            who thrived on the admiration and challenge of those she loved. Vivi only shrugged. Her worry for her sister still trotted
            alongside her, the way it had all her life, but now she knew that she didn’t have to stop for it.
         

         
         Ki`êu wrapped her father’s painting of the Deer Creek farmhouse in a yard of navy twill. “Take it. So you know that he loved you.”
         

         
         Vivi would try to believe it. Because that was what was on the other end of this search. Not the journal and not the folding
            screen, or not just those things. Without ever admitting it, she’d spent these weeks searching for a piece of Tuấn that she could look on without pain. Her relatives had given it to her, this unlikely crystal secreted in a hollow of cracked
            rock, and she would try to carry it for as long as she could bear.
         

         
         In return, she handed Tâm’s journal to her uncle, though her fingers tingled to pull it back. “Will you keep this? Your grandmother deserves to be
            remembered by the people she belonged to.”
         

         
         What did it mean to belong to another person? For most of her life, with the exception of Calla, she’d evaded this sense of
            obligation, afraid that she’d squander what she’d been given. But you didn’t always get to choose who you belonged to. You
            only made yourself worthy of it. Tâm had taught her this.
         

         
         As she and Ki`êu hugged, she imagined it was her father’s arms around her. It seemed right, this surrogate affection.
         

         
         Before she left Long Xuyên, she went one last time to the house by the ravine, carrying an Altoids tin that’d traveled around the world and back again.
            Her fingers skated in the grit of ashes as she threw them in a protective circle around her.
         

         
         “Rest easy, Dad.” One day, she would find her mother’s grave too. There’d be time for more goodbyes. Greetings and farewells,
            the only constants of life.
         

         
         

         Two months after she arrived back in Chicago, Vivi stood in Gallery C, meeting the eyes of her great-grandmother on the canvas
            on the wall. It was a Saturday afternoon. The Forster was full of patrons; there was barely room to stand in the galleries
            that held Sea to Earth. But she could easily dissolve the other presences, leaving an unfettered pathway between her and the painting.
         

         
         When a piece of art belonged to you—or when you belonged to a piece of art—nothing could break that connection.

         
         In Vivi’s periphery, a woman in a baseball cap was explaining the painting of the women in the mirror to her bored teenage son. “This is the artist who defied all gender expectations. Imagine. Living that lie. Her story was
            so tragic, a cautionary tale.”
         

         
         “It was a triumph. It was hers,” Vivi said softly. The mother and son glanced at her, then moved on to the next painting, the blue lovers forgotten. 

         
         Vivi thought with a pang about the panels on the folding screen, Tâm’s last works, floating away in the flood. They should have been in the museums with the rest of her art. Instead, those panels
            sat at the end of the trailing ellipsis of her life. But of course, the screen was never meant for the public. It was an offering
            from a mother to her son.
         

         
         Maybe it was only her imagination, but she saw a glimmer pass across her great-grandmother’s painted face, briefly animating
            her expression. Unlike the solemn visage she’d first glimpsed, Vivi now caught a wry twist of Tâm’s lips, a lively kindling in her eye. Tâm’s was the confidence of a woman in the throes of love. It was then that Vivi noticed what she’d missed in her rush to leave
            the Forster that night, weeks ago.
         

         
         There was a crucial difference in the irises of the overpainted version and her restored version of the painting. In the restored
            version, the women weren’t staring at their own reflections or at the viewers, as everyone had thought for nearly a century.
            The women were looking at each other.
         

         
         There, in the most intimate lands of longing, they’d at last found loving witness in one another. No matter what history decreed,
            that would be the immortalized conclusion to their painted story.
         

         
         “We’re framing Lý’s—Tâm’s—sketch,” Samuel said. He came up next to her, all attenuated limbs and solid warmth. She’d been afraid he wouldn’t show.
            “The one you’ve loaned us.”
         

         
         “Where will you install it?”

         
         “Next to the painting, of course. Where it belongs. We want to reprint your article about K. P. Lý’s true identity too, if you grant permission.”
         

         
         She turned to him. They’d only been apart for almost three months, but it felt much longer. She was surprised to find that
            the usual buzzing under her skin, that frantic need to evade him, had ceased. Instead, she wanted to burrow into his presence.
         

         
         “Of course I grant permission. I owe the museum that, and more.”

         
         Recently, Vivi’s article was published in a local culture publication, where it’d begun making a minor ripple around the city—and farther afield. Several prestigious arts journals reached out about picking up the piece. A Tribune editor wanted to commission a larger article on Lý for their Arts section; a contributor to the Times emailed to ask if she’d be open to a profile about her role in the discovery. She suspected that Paul had something to do
            with the positive reception and broader dissemination of her piece. But Tâm’s story was strong enough to stand on its own. Its impact on the art community was only just beginning.
         

         
         Abel and the curators debated about whether they should revise Tâm’s name and gender across placards and papers at the Forster. They settled on using her chosen pronouns and keeping her pseudonym.
            At Vivi’s suggestion, the title of Blue Mirror was changed to Blue Lovers. She thought her great-grandmother would have liked that. Just one small word to alter an entire story.
         

         
         After hearing of her skills as a conservator—from Samuel, no doubt—a collector in Evanston had sought her out for his own
            acquisitions, privately hoping that she would strike gold again with a hidden artwork. She didn’t say it, but she knew that
            such discoveries only came around once in a lifetime. Vivi took the job anyway, guessing that between freelance conservation
            work and the museum catalogue essays she hoped to undertake, she might manage to stay afloat for some time. And if she didn’t?
            Well, these days, she could hold on to uncertainty. Her life stacked with questions and, for once, those questions had begun
            to excite rather than petrify her. 
         

         
         Samuel tucked his head self-effacingly. “It’s gracious of you, letting us display the sketch too. Abel can’t believe his luck.
            He’s saying they were too hasty in letting you go.”
         

         
         “He wasn’t. I deserved to be let go.”

         
         “But I didn’t.”

         
         “I know that, Sam.”

         
         They walked out of the gallery, into the open-air pavilion scattered with wrought-iron tables and chairs that reminded Vivi of Arles. After she landed at Midway, she had a message waiting for her from Samuel. They talked for hours. She answered every question he had. She told him all she could about the offering, knowing that he might not believe her—after all, where was the evidence? Where was the sole witness to her discovery?—but he did, unreservedly. Their conversation wasn’t forgiveness, but it illuminated the dark spaces between them, if only for the moment. 

         
         After she hung up, she slept for what felt like days. Without the offering or the journal in hand but imbued with a consuming
            sense of tranquility, she no longer felt the urge to waltz into Samuel’s opening and salvage her reputation. She let him have
            the space to come to her. Since that first conversation after she returned to Chicago, aside from professional emails about
            the loan of the sketch, he had remained remote. She wondered, in a quiet corner of her mind, where the eighteenth-century
            chatelaine was now. She wished she could have held it once more.
         

         
         Then, last night, Samuel asked her to meet him in person. Vivi threw cold water on the hope that blazed in her chest.

         
         In the courtyard, they settled under the shade of a tree, feet crossed in front of them. Samuel wiped his glasses lenses.
            Without them, he seemed younger and more open. There were sallow circles under his eyes, a faint scruff along his jaw. Vivi’s
            thumb itched to run along the perimeter of his features, those deeply known landmarks of her heart.
         

         
         Instead, she took out a small canvas from her messenger bag and handed it to him. “I’ve started painting. This is for Phoebe.”

         
         The painting was a dance of watercolors. Pink helixes sprang against a lustrous yellow background, strokes flung in a riotous
            jubilee. For Vivi, the painting evoked a sense of release. It was carefree and unrestrained. It made her think of Calla, running
            toward her sunlight.
         

         
         Vivi’s style, unlike her father’s classical streak and her sister’s unflinching verisimilitude, leaned toward the emotive and abstract. She knew the paintings weren’t good enough to display publicly. Maybe they never would be. That wasn’t the point. Vivi could give herself to the work without expecting anything in return. Art for its own sake. 

         
         But still. She held her breath for Samuel’s opinion.

         
         Samuel was examining her painting, turning it to the light and back toward himself. His face relayed the focus of an admirer,
            not just a critic or a curator. She respected how he could inhabit two consciousnesses at once.
         

         
         He said, “These are Phoebe’s favorite colors. She has a pair of boots in exactly that shade of yellow.”

         
         “I remembered. I thought she could be the one to name the painting, if she wants.”

         
         “She’s going to want to thank you in person. Along with the jewelry box you sent her.”

         
         “Even after everything I’ve done?”

         
         “She asks about you all the time. She never gave up hope that you’d come back.”

         
         “And you?” It came out as a whisper.

         
         His eyes clouded. She could almost hear the tightening of his jaw, the anger splashing its way back to the surface. “I need
            time.”
         

         
         Vivi nodded. What else was there to say? She began gathering herself up to leave, smiling awkwardly at him, trying to express
            that it was okay, she understood, she wouldn’t expect any other outcome. He watched her flounder. Then, all at once, his mouth
            released its tension, as if an internal debate had been settled.
         

         
         He reached across the table, stopping her with a press of his hand. “But we have plenty of time, don’t we?”

         
         She could only nod again, overcome.

         
         “Did you mean what you said in the email?” he asked. “About the way you love me?”

         
         “I can’t remember what I wrote.” Vivi blushed; she did remember, of course. Only, she hadn’t intended him to read that email.
            If not for Calla, it would be buried in some digital graveyard.
         

         
         Samuel reached over and, with his free hand, touched the freckle on her cheek with the pad of his thumb. “‘I love you the way I love a painting, a tapestry, a perfect ivory sculpture. Not because they are simply beautiful. But because they change the lens of the world. They—you—have expanded the contours of my soul.’ Did I get that right? I’ve only read it a thousand times since you sent it.” 

         
         Her eyes filled. A leaf fell from a tree into the fountain, where it squiggled in the water like a dancer’s wobbly turn.

         
         He went on, as if his words had been biding their time. “And I realized: that’s why you stripped Blue Lovers. You can see beyond beauty, to whatever truth lies out of reach. You might evade, Vivi—God, can you run from a person—but
            you never lie. Not when it matters. And you won’t tolerate art that lies either. That’s why I love you. Because, despite everything that has happened to you, you ache for what is good and true.”
         

         
         For the first time in her life, Vivi stood without balking in the light of another person’s gaze and let herself believe the
            vision reflected there. She was not a perfect human, but she deserved goodness. The knowledge washed over her until she shook
            down to her toes.
         

         
         Samuel said, “So I’m asking. Did you mean what you wrote?”

         
         She wanted to tell him what she’d learned from Calla. That love could be uncomfortably thorny sometimes, that it could also
            feel like the beginning of a dive, all lift and flung-out arms. A draught of bravado to spite the fear. That love was, really,
            just a choice to stay until the end, knowing that there would always be an end.
         

         
         She wanted to tell him about her father standing behind her mother in the kitchen of the farmhouse, braiding May’s shower-wet
            hair with the calloused fingers that’d housed a hundred splinters. Fingers that could be as gentle as they were battered.
            Or maybe she’d tell him about Wayland, warbling Bob Dylan lyrics under Calla’s dorm window as Calla leaned over, singing along.
            
         

         
         Vivi could also describe her favorite fiction: an image of an older, more hesitant Justine Allard returning to the bench in Arles. Sweeping her fingers across the dusted-over words inscribed in stone, licking the grit of the years off her skin as she thought about the only woman she’d ever loved. These stories were printed onto the surface of Vivi’s heart. 

         
         Love lost, but never forgotten, and in its remembrance, never completely dead. Pulsing like a collapsing star that clings
            to its last torrents of brilliance.
         

         
         Samuel crooked his head, trying to read her thoughts. She’d tell him all this, and more, someday soon.

         
         For now, she only pressed her cheek into his hand and said, in a voice ringing with conviction, “Yes, Sam, that’s right. I
            love you just like that.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 34

         
         
            Three Years Later

         

         The afternoon was breezy when there came a knocking on the shed door. It was so timid Vivi almost missed it. But she’d have
            known that knock anywhere.
         

         
         Months before, Samuel and Vivi had converted Tuấn’s shed into a studio. The first thing Vivi did was expand the windows so she could watch the world around her. As she worked,
            she could see into the office where Sam did most of his writing. In the room beside it, the pompom hem of Phoebe’s curtains
            bounced against the glass. Once, her bedroom had belonged to Vivi and Calla; now, it was home to a wide array of fantasy maps,
            Narnia and Middle Earth, each more complex and lovely than the last.
         

         
         “Come in,” Vivi said. On her wall, she’d hung the chatelaine that Samuel had given her. Its inset sapphire threw off a shower
            of blue when the light hit it.
         

         
         Phoebe poked her head in. “Daddy says I’m not supposed to bother you while you’re working.”

         
         “I’m not, honey, just thinking.” She patted her knee and Phoebe bounded over, hopping right on top. She was eight now, small
            but sturdy, with muscular legs made for running. The same age as Calla when the sisters had first begun their game.
         

         
         “What’s that?” Phoebe pointed a stubby finger toward the pages in front of Vivi.

         
         “A project. A daydream.”

         
         She never wrote the book that Paul wanted. Vivi felt it would be a betrayal to reveal all of Tâm’s secrets. But she wanted to leave something of her own behind. In between her freelance conservation work, she carved time
            to paint her memories. The impression of them, at least. 
         

         
         May’s ghostly last kiss before she disappeared. Floating in the creek with Calla. Tuấn with his hair blowing behind him as he hopped from the truck. She didn’t know what the result of all this work would be,
            if there was even a cohesive narrative to be found. But it felt to her like an act of conservation too, this breathing of
            life into the discarded past.
         

         
         Phoebe held up the topmost sketch, one of two male figures walking on a bridge, neither touching nor completely divided from
            one another. “What’s your project about?”
         

         
         Vivi gave a helpless shrug. “Family, maybe? Love, definitely.”

         
         “Tell me about it.”

         
         “Okay, I will. Let’s take a walk.”

         
         

         Spring had just begun sidling its way into the woods. There were green buds along the tips of the branches, yet the human
            inhabitants still wore sweaters and huddled together on a giant bed at night. The pines had grown taller and statelier, as
            they do.
         

         
         Even though most of Samuel and Vivi’s work was still in Chicago, they spent long weekends and holidays out at the farmhouse.
            Summers too. They watched the seasons drift across the landscape, brushing it with new colors, then snuffing those same colors
            back to gray. Pentimento.
         

         
         Everything had changed and, still, nothing had.

         
         The farmhouse was no longer yellow. They sold the remaining furniture and refinished everything in a French country style.
            They painted the shutters blue. Wallpapered every nook and cranny with arcane prints that Phoebe couldn’t stop examining.
            
         

         
         When it came time to sort through Tuấn’s papers, Vivi hesitated, then stored everything without reading it. Maybe someday, she told herself. Maybe never.
         

         
         Under their wresting, the old farmhouse finally released its pain but managed to retain the echoes of laughter and whispered
            secrets and midnight sprees of inspiration. If Vivi looked across the way, she could see her neighbor Robin in the yard of
            the blue colonial, scolding Baxter the dog. Robin had begun raising chickens, and Baxter terrorized them with an unholy glee
            that was glorious to behold. Samuel bemoaned the extra noise but softened when Robin left a basket of eggs, still warm from
            the coop, on their doorstep.
         

         
         No more than a handful of steps from the shed, there stood a birdbath on a pedestal encircled with intricate stone roses.
            It was a sort of housewarming—or homecoming—gift from Wayland. His last text message to Vivi had come from Beijing. He’d moved
            from cults to corporate espionage. There were whispers about an Oscar nomination. He’d begun dating someone, but it was nothing
            serious, he said.
         

         
         Vivi once asked him whatever happened to Los Brillantes. He’d sent back a shrugging emoji.

         
         What happens to all dreamers, V. They disappeared.

         
         

         Six months after Vivi returned to America, she received a tearful phone call from Linh. Ki`êu had passed in his sleep, a smile drawn across his lips. Vivi was devastated that Samuel would never meet her uncle. But she
            imagined the Nguyễn brothers reuniting within that glorious blue where hope still lived.
         

         
         At the funeral in Long Xuyên, Vivi half expected Calla to appear. She saw a woman with shoulder-length hair among the mourners and startled, but it wasn’t
            her. Calla was never one for a drawn-out goodbye. Samuel, next to her, squeezed her waist. Once, twice. I am here. I won’t leave you.
         

         
         Calla was never far from Vivi’s thoughts. If Vivi woke in Deer Creek, she found herself turning to the opposite side of the
            room, expecting a matching twin bed, a pair of dark eyes alight with adventure. Sometimes, while washing dishes by the window,
            she’d see a wraith of a child hopping the fence, running like a golden arrow into the opening of the woods. She’d hear a clear
            voice calling her name. Then the light would shift, the contours would sharpen, and Vivi would pull herself reluctantly back
            to reality. Delusions, she knew, caught fast.
         

         
         After her uncle’s funeral, she drove to Deer Creek to begin cataloguing some of the much-needed house repairs. She found,
            crammed in the decrepit mailbox among the junk ads and catalogues still addressed to her father, a stiff envelope with postmarks
            from Cam Ranh. There was no return address. She couldn’t open the envelope fast enough.
         

         
         Inside, there was a small painting on thick-grained paper: two deer sprinting toward each other, limber legs kicking up clouds
            of dust while their necks arched proudly toward the boundless sky. The piece was astonishingly hopeful, full of artful technique
            and tender brushwork. No longer tainted by pain or cynicism.
         

         
         Vivi didn’t bother to swipe away the tears; she let them cloud her vision until all she saw was the smudge of joy.

         
         Since then, more paintings had arrived at the farmhouse. There was no regular rhythm to these deliveries; they seemed to come
            from the sky, as if dropped by capricious, winged messengers. The postmarks came from Quito and Amsterdam, Bangkok and Istanbul.
            Sometimes, the artist painted people in cafés; sad people, happy people, people in love. Those were Vivi’s favorites. Other
            times, the artist painted startlingly realistic landscapes and it was like seeing the world through her eyes for a single,
            dazzling moment. One day, Vivi thought she might have enough artwork to fill an entire museum.
         

         
         There was never a return address on any of the envelopes and never a single word written on the paintings. But each was signed
            the same way, with a tiny, red button on the lower righthand side, precise as a stamp.
         

         
         

         As they walked in the woods, Vivi told Phoebe a story about two sisters who loved each other so much that they created a whole world only they could enter. Like an abandoned garden or a lagoon hidden from sight. Everyone around them aged, but the sisters stayed young forever. Eventually though, they woke from the dream. They saw that they’d missed out on all the things that mattered. Their world was unchanging, but did they really want a world without change? Without the specter of death, immortality could be so very tedious. 

         
         “So they left their secret world?” Phoebe asked. One of her front teeth had fallen out soon after her eighth birthday and
            she lisped just slightly through the gap. “That’s so sad. Who would leave such a perfect place?”
         

         
         “They can return anytime.”

         
         “How will they find their way back?”

         
         “They each carry a map inside of them.”

         
         The two arrived at the edge of the creek, now drying up, going the way of all the other forgotten creeks of the town. Phoebe
            dragged her sneaker through the mud. Vivi couldn’t find it in her to stop her, even though she was staining her socks. Her
            Yaa regularly scolded them for the state in which she appeared. A wild child, a dirt-speckled sprite, alive to all the countless,
            unseen wonders around her.
         

         
         As Vivi watched Phoebe play, she noticed Samuel making his way through the trees with his careful steps, that tremor of hesitant
            delight in his gaze, as if he couldn’t quite believe that this was their life now. 
         

         
         “Thought you two might be here,” he said. “Special delivery for you.”

         
         He held out an envelope. There was no return address, only a postmark from—of all places—Latvia. Vivi laughed and shook her
            head in response to Samuel’s questioning look. An inside joke.
         

         
         This envelope was unlike the others, much smaller, padded rather than stiff, and light, so very light. Vivi tore it open.
            Out dropped a silver ring with twin antler prongs.
         

         
         “I was wondering when I’d see this again.” She held it to the light. The ring still needed a cleaning, now more than ever. She imagined it flashing through a flamenco on the cobblestoned streets of Valencia; shimmering within the clear waters of a natural spring; warmed by the midnight glow of an island bonfire. “This ring has been more places than I have.” 

         
         “Do you have regrets?” Sam asked. 

         
         “Not a single one.”

         
         “There’s something else in there.”

         
         A slip of paper floated from the envelope, landing in the dirt. Vivi picked it up and read the words scrawled in all-too familiar
            handwriting. They were the only two words that could summon so much history.
         

         
         Vivi smiled. She folded the note and pocketed it. Someday. Someday she’d go seeking again. Not out of fear or duty, but out
            of curiosity and love, when the missing became too much. For now, she’d stay and build a home that Calla might someday wish
            to return to.
         

         
         “What’s that?” Phoebe ran to her side. Vivi showed her. “Does that ring belong to one of the sisters in the story?”

         
         “To both of them.”

         
         “Can I try it on?”

         
         Vivi wiggled the ring onto Phoebe’s thumb. Samuel admired it too, when Phoebe shyly splayed her hand in front of him. The
            antlers locked protectively around Phoebe’s soft flesh, like a vow. Vivi thought for a moment, then leaned down, whispering
            in Phoebe’s ear.
         

         
         “Will you keep it safe for me? I think it might actually be the key to those sisters’ secret world.”

         
         Phoebe nodded solemnly, grave in the face of this wonderful responsibility. She slid one hand into Vivi’s, the other into
            Samuel’s. The three fell into step under the pines, silent and alert, listening for the persistent old shades who shared the
            woods with them.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 35

         
         
            1943

         

         Tuấn doesn’t want to go see the strange old lady, but his grandmother Ngọc insists. Tuấn, three years old and bolder than anyone still devoted to a pacifier should be, has better things to do with his day. There
            are worms to pull from their hidey holes. His mother’s yucca cakes beg for his attention. If he asks politely, his father
            might even play his flute.
         

         
         But alas, it’s a day at the strange old lady’s house. The Foreigner, they call her, with awe, like it’s some great honor to
            be dumped from the sea into their wasted little corner of the world. But she doesn’t look foreign; she looks just like them.
            Many days, she’s in bed, sleeping the hours away. Sometimes, she roams in the forest, like a spirit from his grandmother’s
            folk tales. She never goes into town. She rejects nearly all company but their family’s.
         

         
         Tuấn likes the Foreigner’s knickknacks. She owns books with unfamiliar titles and squeezy bottles of a sticky, colorful substance
            that she applies to a sheet. In her nightstand, she keeps a photograph of a woman with curly hair. 
         

         
         When the Foreigner is around, Tuấn’s grandmother doesn’t pay attention to him. The two sit for hours, talking and talking, always about things that escape him. Sometimes they hold hands. Other times, they cry. But the past is an inscrutable thicket he has no urge to explore. Tuấn is only interested in the here and now. When their heads are bent toward each other, he thinks they look like beetles.
         

         
         He kicks up the dirt and settles in the shade. If no one will listen to him, perhaps he will run away. Or maybe he’ll nap.
            Nothing can’t be fixed with food or sleep. Even at his tender age, Tuấn understands happiness. He knows he will walk in joy all the days of his life. How could someone so hardy, so full of promise,
            do anything but?
         

         
         It’s a sprightly afternoon, neither too hot nor too cold. A breeze carries the scent of crushed lilies to his nose. He hears
            the playful trickle of the river; the bowing of the trees. In the distance, wings are flapping, like sets of hands gently
            meeting. The world, his personal lullaby.
         

         
         At first, trapped within his musings, Tuấn doesn’t notice her. Then some tightening in the air alerts him of another presence. He turns.
         

         
         The Foreigner sits on a nearby rock, a book balanced on her knee. There is a peculiar intensity in her gaze, hungry almost.
            She wears men’s clothes, tailored in the European style. She’s holding something in her hand. She brings the object, a rod,
            close to the page, then swishes it, the way Tuấn swishes a stick in the mud to loosen the water scorpions.
         

         
         Curious, he walks to join her. “What are you doing?”

         
         “Painting,” she says. Her voice is low. When she meets his eye, he feels like something is unknotting inside of him. Strange
            and more strangeness.
         

         
         “What’s that?”

         
         “This is a paintbrush. It’s very powerful, you know. It can create anything your mind can see.”

         
         “Anything?” Tuấn is doubtful. “Can it create a boat?”
         

         
         “Of course.”

         
         “A dragon?”

         
         “As many as you like. It’s as good as a wand. Would you like to try?”

         
         “No.” He feigns disinterest.

         
         But then the pretending becomes too much. He edges closer and closer, until his shadow covers the book. With a small smile, the Foreigner washes the brush in a glass jar, then mixes a color for him on a nearby plate. He thinks it’s the prettiest shade of blue he’s ever seen. Just darker than his father’s eyes. The blue of dreams. 

         
         “You now,” she says, handing him the brush.

         
         He holds back at first. What if he does the wrong thing and ruins her book? She opens his fist and slides the paintbrush into
            it. A feeling deeper than desire moves through him at that moment.
         

         
         “Let’s try together,” the Foreigner says.

         
         She’s almost tender as she places her larger hand over his and moves the streak across the page. It shines wetly on the sea
            of white. At first, he only sees a scribble. Tuấn wants to huff away. He was promised magic. But she makes a tutting sound and he stills, chastened. Foreigners are known to
            be unpredictable.
         

         
         He watches the scribble transform into something more. It becomes a future he cannot grasp in its entirety, one that he’s
            only just beginning to sense. That glimpse fills him with a light so palpable, so blinding, that he almost bursts into tears.
            How could something so beautiful have come from him? And, just as importantly, how could it have come from anyone else? Art,
            he’d later come to understand, is the state of housing thousands of stories inside the broken country of your heart, then
            choosing which you want to whisper into the world.
         

         
         The Foreigner wraps an arm around him.

         
         “I know, beloved,” she says. “I know.”

         
         

         Tuấn will be thinking of this moment a lifetime later as he drives down the country road that judders from the farmhouse like
            a wayward tail. He’ll be imagining dragons in the sky, the way their wings unfurl into the stars, how so much of life is pretending
            to fly, bluster and faith, and in the end, you can never tell if you really are getting close to paradise, to love, any of
            it. But you move forward, because that’s the only real antidote to death.
         

         
         He’s been convinced of this ever since his father passed. When Tuấn was in his forties, Huy had died the way he lived, fitfully, with a frown on his face. But before he went, he passed an envelope
            to Tuấn. Inside was a letter and a sketch. Huy’s words had been gargled with pain, but Tuấn could just make them out.
         

         
         “Find my mother’s offering.”

         
         Nonsense, of course. Their family was as ordinary as any other; no hidden treasure was waiting. And Huy’s mother had drowned.
            These were all the ravings of a sick, unhappy man. Tuấn shoved the envelope in his suitcase and tried to forget about it.
         

         
         Decades have passed since that moment. Decades of sitting on his father’s last words, then picking them up again, only to
            toss them back down in frustration. What more did Huy want from him, this father who hardly deigned to look his way after
            Ki`êu’s accident, this man chased by unconquerable monsters? Why Tuấn?
         

         
         But one morning, three months before Tuấn’s death, he opened the Forster Institute’s newsletter and found an article about an unexpected bequest from a moneyed collector
            in Chicago. He squinted at the pixelated image, familiar yet foreign. There was an unlocking sensation in his brain, but he couldn’t make
            out what lay beyond the door until, at last, he recognized the composition. The strokes. The feeling of it.
         

         
         Blue Mirror, he repeated aloud. K. P. Lý.
         

         
         He retrieved the sketch his father had given him and placed it next to his computer screen. Coincidence couldn’t account for
            what happened to him in that moment, nor luck, nor even fate. He was consumed by certainty, that absolute equanimity of knowing
            that you were exactly where you needed to be at that moment in time.
         

         
         Fueled by this balm of certainty and his newfound sobriety, Tuấn applied himself more determinedly to the mystery than he had in years before.
         

         
         Now, he’s closer to the century mark than he ever thought he’d be. There were countless moments when he should have died—when he heard the ominous tread of the VC by his head, felt his father’s blows on his teenage body, watched his own hand squeezed to rice paper under the machinery that cared nothing for his mortality—but he never did. After eighty-two years, death has become less an enemy and more of a companion. It comes too swiftly all the same. 

         
         With each day, he feels the urgency to leave his daughters a legacy that they deserve. He’s read everything he can find about
            K. P. Lý; emailed scholars who might know more. But the search leaves him humble. He admits the possibility of failure. And he knows
            he can’t go to his girls with only half an idea. They deserve the full truth from him. Maybe the offering never belonged to
            their family after all.
         

         
         Then, just last night, he had a dream that was also a homecoming. He was ten, hiding his beloved Mực’s feathers in the house by the ravine. A bird flew against the window, striking its wings once, twice, like a warning rap.
            He looked up just as a bolt of sunshine fell through the clouds, lighting up a worn tapestry on the wall. There, at its center,
            was a sundial woven in gold and silver thread, the same design as the sundial in the letter his father would give him before
            he passed. And all at once, Tuấn’s mind jostled into place. 
         

         
         He remembered the Foreigner, he remembered painting dragons with her, her name—Madame Lý—a freckle under her eye that his Vivian shared. The slumbering awareness inside of him turned over on its haunches and growled.
         

         
         Tuấn had woken in a sweat. Then he’d laughed. All that time, the answer had been in his own memory.
         

         
         

         Now, on this waking June morning, he’s driving to Chicago in the dark. If he hurries, he’ll make it to Vivian’s apartment
            as the sun rises. After all, she was the one who first unlocked the mystery. Together with her sister, she is the key. He’d
            memorized her address long ago, hoping for an occasion to use it. Once he proves himself. Once his amends feel true enough
            for her.
         

         
         The three of them, in Việt Nam, as he’s always wanted. He’ll tell his girls about May, how she was sad enough to leave, yet loved them enough to return. Ki`êu, Tâm, Huy, all of them, that frayed weave of names that they would mend together. They’ll go to the Old House, they’ll find the
            offering. He’ll prove that he can, this late in the game, be the father they deserve. It’s an impossible and cherished wish.
         

         
         His eagerness presses against his foot, which presses against the pedal, too hard, too fast, he’s not even aware of it, the
            wind shushing its warning song, chipmunks scattering from the road as the car’s fender noses on. Continents, he’d travel to
            find her, his eldest, his most difficult and wounded girl. He’s only a few hours away now. He’ll knock on her door and he’ll
            say, just as May used to when Vivian was nestled into their bed like a chick in down, I have a story for you, darling, oh, I’ve got a really good story to tell.

         
         When he looks up, there’s a deer standing in the road. It’s just a spotted fawn with shaky hairpin legs. Why isn’t it moving? The deer blinks its lashes slowly, with infinite patience, as if time were nothing more than a myth. Tuấn has no choice except to swerve, but he’s going too fast, and his left arm has overcompensated as it sometimes does, pulling
            too hard, so the car flies past the shoulder, jumps a ditch, and barrels on. The deer vaunts to safety, none the worse for
            the encounter.
         

         
         But for Tuấn, it’s blue and blue and blue, soaring, joyful, all the many shades of hope that even he could not kill and the shades of
            despair too, neither complete without the other.
         

         
         In his last seconds, he meets the end bravely, with the dignity Ki`êu would have wanted for him, the wonder his grandmother had summoned in her final breaths. He thinks of his daughters. He hopes
            they will see the world for what it can be, not what it is. Dawn’s breeze cools his flaming cheeks. And he smiles.
         

         
         Hours later when they find him, before the muscles stiffen and his gaze slides, Tuấn—artist, brother, father—is still smiling. His mangled right hand rests on his chest, as if pledging to a promise that he’d
            only just remembered.
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