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PRAISE FOR
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“Nestlings is so f***ing good it makes me mad.”—CHUCK WENDIG, author of The Staircase in the Woods

“It’s a novel of New York, of antisemitism, of a marriage in disarray. Each of these elements is written with an enthusiasm that bounds off the page… But there are also things waiting in the bowels of the Deptford for which no amount of horror reading could prepare you.”—Esquire

“Cassidy gracefully and viciously goes right for the throat… It’s another elegant dance of terror from a great horror storyteller, and it’ll keep you hanging on every word until the very last page.”—Paste Magazine

“Nestlings is more than a novel; it’s a journey into the heart of horror. It’s a visceral plunge into the abyss, an exploration of the darkest corners of the human psyche.”—Medium

“An absolute triumph of a book. Propulsive and eerie… There’s a furious grief to the book, a heartbroken rage that threads the pages together.”—CASSANDRA KHAW, bestselling author of Find Me Where It Ends

“Nestlings cleverly pays homage to classic horror while also filling its Manhattan high-rise with post-2020 frights and concerns. Nat Cassidy has written a creepy page-turner where the scariest things of all are what reside in the human (or inhuman) heart.”—PAUL TREMBLAY, author of Dead But Dreaming of Electric Sheep

“Nestlings builds on the success of Nat Cassidy’s first novel, the strong Mary: An Awakening of Terror. An impressive accomplishment in its own right, Nestlings shows Cassidy expanding his range as a writer with skill and confidence, with this gripping twenty-first century take on some old terrors.”—JOHN LANGAN, author of The Fisherman

“Like The Shining meets The Changeling. And whew, is it scary… I think people are going to lose their minds over this book. Like Mary, it has all the makings of a classic.”—RACHEL HARRISON, bestselling author of Kiss, Slay, Replay
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INTRODUCTION



NEIL McROBERT

“The next Stephen King.”

Is there any more oft-, over-, and misused accolade in horror? For decades it’s been stuck like a tattered Post-it note to the shirt of any white, male writer who dares dip his pen into the genre. And it will likely never come true. There’s scant chance of anyone replicating the King anomaly: a cosmic collision between once-in-a-century talent and a rabid audience not yet jaded or sequestered by algorithm.

Yeah, the “next Stephen King” thing is misguided at best and damned lazy the rest of the time.

So why, you may reasonably ask, am I writing about the man here, when the best that a book introduction can be is brief and to the point? Why the hell am I waylaying you with my thoughts on an author who a) didn’t write the book you’re about to read, and b) I’m busy positioning as beyond comparison?

Neil, I hear you cry. We’re busy people and life is a bitch. We have meals to cook and dogs to walk and kids to put to bed and whatever fucking time we do have left we’d rather spend reading the story we paid for!

Well calm down, that story will still be there in five minutes, and trust me it’s worth waiting and paying for. Let me pontificate for a moment. I have a reason and a rationale.

It’s all about influence.

There may never be another Stephen King, but every horror writer who has and will come after him is influenced to some degree by his body of work. It’s baked into the atmosphere. It continues to ripple across the zeitgeist, and this whole intro-to-the-intro thing that I’m making you wade through is a case-in-point. Look upon my discursiveness, at my parenthetical asides, at the heavy use of italics, and my direct address to you, the reader.

Pure King.

But now, time to at least approach the point. Because I would argue that no contemporary writer of scary fiction has been more shaped by Stephen King than one Nat Cassidy. When that desert kid read Pet Sematary—presumably on some sun-scorched Arizona afternoon in the early ’90s, a world away from the damp, haunted woods of central Maine—it kicked some vital part of his inner machinery into gear.

You probably don’t know this, unless you’ve heard him tell the story on a podcast or something—and maybe I’m embarrassing him by speaking out of school—but Nat didn’t just write stories in his early teens, he sent them to King to read. I like to imagine a young Nat carefully folding the pages of his juvenilia, before slipping them into an envelope and into the mail with the endearing hubris that only a thirteen-year-old boy can muster.

When King failed to respond with the appropriate ovation to such raw, embryonic talent, percolating out there in the West, Nat did what any reasonable teenage boy would do: he turned the spines of Carrie, Cujo and all the rest to face the wall.

Take THAT Steve! That’ll learn ya.

(Of course, King did respond in the end. It just took some thirty-odd years and a debut short story collection, but that’s a tale for another day.)

Here’s the thing though: it doesn’t matter which way those paperbacks were oriented on the Cassidy family’s bookshelf. What matter is that they were still taken down and read, often enough to influence the way that young Nat saw the world and the way that he would write about it when he grew up. The first time we ever spoke—back before we were friends, when I was just a guy with a podcast, and Nat was just a guy with a book (the one before the one you’re holding)—he said something that has stuck with ever since.

“Stephen King is my mother tongue.”

That’s one of the big reasons that we are friends. Sure, it turns out I actually like the guy. I think he’s a fantastic writer and an even better human. He lets me sleep on his office floor when I’m in town, and we both laugh at the stuff in horror movies that’s supposed to make healthy-minded people upset, but it’s his fluency in King that first bonded us. His eloquence with the grit and grain of real life, an understanding of the everyperson’s struggle in a world so filled with human pain that the supernatural can almost feel like a secondary problem.

(I say almost all because there’s a thing awaiting you in the basement of this very book that refuses to be anything other than principally terrifying.)

But pain is not all. Pain is never all. If Nat speaks fluent King, then he can speak it not just in lament, but in joy, in jokes, and most of all, in love. The worst sin an introduction like this one can make—even more than endless deferral via smug self-commentary—is to give away key details of the story to follow. Of course, I would never! But I will point out that despite all the horrors to come, all the suffering and sadness and trial, the story ends with love. It may be triumphant, defiant, heartbroken or shattered; I’m not telling, but trust me, it’s there. Let that be a reassurance for you, if one is needed.

Don’t get too comfortable though; do not lean back into a false sense of security just because I mentioned love. What follows is the work of a very nice man with a very cruel imagination. That’s another thing Nat learned from King: put your demons on the paper, purge the rot, express the pain. Get your hurt out and aim it at the reader. Let them deal with it. There was plenty of hurt in the writing of this novel. It’s not my place to go into it here, because hurt is a personal thing, perhaps the most personal thing of all. Joy is universal, but each person hoards their own agonies like dragons sitting on tainted treasure. If you want to know the ins and outs of it, Nat has provided a very generous and frank afterword detailing the backstory. Me, I’ll just point out that although you’re about to enjoy a novel of the dark fantastic, you should be aware that many of its direst details are refractions of the author’s real circumstances whilst writing it, circumstances that would send most of us to our beds in tears and ennui. But Nat, he went to his kitchen table every morning, during the darkest days of the pandemic, with a sweet, ailing bug-eyed dog at his feet, and he wrote this story, the name of which I now realise I have not actually mentioned once in this first thousand words.

Nestlings.

It’s a fun word to say. It really puts the mouth to work, the opening “N” first pressing the tongue up against your upper teeth, before bouncing your jaws apart for the flat vowel sound to follow. The tongue curls to push the sibilant into a hard, flat “T,” and then the word ends in a rush and the forced smile that “lings” insists you make.

A coerced, rictus grin. It may well be an expression you become familiar with as you read what follows.

The title is even more fun to think about. What exactly does it mean in relation to Ana and Reid, a couple enduring the aftermath of tragedy and the immediacy of physical pain? They win a New York housing lottery to rent a prestigious Manhattan apartment complex (a device I was sure must be an over-engineered plot contrivance before Nat informed me that it’s a very real thing in his mad, glorious city), so is this a novel about a couple buying a nice IKEA bookcase, a few throw rugs and that just-darling little reading chair to make their home their own, their nest? Or does “Nestlings” suggest something awaits them there? Something that has made itself a home long before these two unfortunate souls move in? I’m not going to confirm either way; I reckon you can guess. But doesn’t the word hint at scuttling things, at secrets scurrying to their dark corners, away from the light of day?

The Deptford is a marvellous creation—a homage to old New York class and a tribute to the endurance of a city that has seen and been through so much. If Nat’s debut, Mary, distils the desert of his childhood, then Nestlings is his celebration of his adopted home. Celebration is a strange word to use though, and only a horror writer could consider it appropriate here, because the Deptford is also a new entry in the address book of American Bad Places™.

Hill House, The Bates Motel and the Overlook Hotel, the House on Ash Tree Lane: these singular locations constitute a network of fear in American fiction, features on a landscape disfigured by history and misery. The Deptford is the latest stop on that tour, and no amount of exterior glamour can compensate for its dark recesses, or the deeply sinister elevator that taunts Ana throughout.

Reviewers have been keen to point out specific similarities to two particular Bad Places: the Marsten House in ’Salem’s Lot, and the Bramford, the similarly Gothic-Revival apartment building in Rosemary’s Baby. It’s a fair point. Nestlings does share DNA with both the enticing corruption of King’s vampires and the tightening paranoia of Ira Levin’s cultists. Nat would no doubt fess up to the presence of both, because as we’ve discussed, he’s a writer who wears his influences proudly and loudly.

But this is where I take umbrage with Nat, and feel the need to assert myself a little. I’ve said this to his face, so I have no compunction about putting it down here in print, in the hope he’ll listen.

Every book that Nat publishes comes supplied with a pithy comparison to classic horror texts. According to these reviewer-friendly abstracts, Mary updates the raw material of Carrie from puberty to menopause; When the Wolf Comes Home is Firestarter and It meets Terminator 2; and yes, Nestlings can be flippantly summarised as a bridge between King and Levin’s novels.

I won’t have it though. I have read all of Nat’s work and whilst I certainly see glimpses of the books that inspired him and countless others to write in the first place, I see nine parts Nat to every drop of that poisoned nectar we call influence.

Influence only goes so far, my friend. The rest is genius.

So yes, if you are looking for the next Stephen King, you’ll look forever in vain. But if you want a writer who’s versed in King’s style and human insight, and who can deploy both to great purpose when necessary, then Nat is your man. Likewise, if you’re looking for the next Clive Barker, the next Anne Rice, the next Ray Bradbury, Ramsey Campbell, or Peter Straub, then Nat can do that too. He’s read them all. He’s retained them all. The man is a living tome of horror knowledge and I can only imagine his poor mind creaking under the weight of all that influence, just as his bookshelves groan under the tonnage of a few thousand trade paperbacks.

If I may though, I suggest you stop looking for traces of the past (surely reading horror has taught you that never ends well). Instead, focus on the slice of bright new brilliance that awaits you, and which I’m now only a few more sentences from unleashing you upon.

Read Nestlings. Suffer and love with Ana and Reid. Feel free to criticise their choices, but be mindful of why they feel compelled to make them. Meet the nightmares that lurk in the corridors and deep, empty spaces of the Deptford. Then, when you’re finished, start pondering a more interesting question.

Who will be the next Nat Cassidy?







For Asta, Leonard, and Hailey.
And for Kelley, the strongest human I know.







NOTE

A quick heads-up about the content of this book. You’re going to find marriage troubles, parental trauma, child endangerment, talk/images of infanticide, postpartum depression, suicidal ideation, bodily harm, ableism (internalized and externalized), anti-Semitism (internalized and externalized), claustrophobia, some gaslighting, and a whole lotta bug stuff. There’s also a character who’s a real racist, sexist piece of shit.







Look beyond the broken bottles

Past the rotting wooden stairs

Root out the wine-dark honeyed center

Not everyone can live like millionaires

Look through the air-thin walls

Tear up the floorboards, strip the paint

Go over every inch of space with the patience of a saint

Grab your hat, get your coat

The cellar door is an open throat

—THE MOUNTAIN GOATS, “THE HOUSE THAT DRIPPED BLOOD”

I am gonna make it through this year if it kills me.

—THE MOUNTAIN GOATS, “THIS YEAR”








PART ONE



OUTSIDERS








WALK-THROUGH
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We don’t belong here.

That thought, quiet but insistent—like a best friend tugging on her sleeve, trying to pull her out of an embarrassing, maybe even dangerous, situation. Get out, hurry, before anyone notices.

Ana did her best to ignore it.

She looked out the huge living room window, where wintry green-and-white Central Park spread out beneath her. She could see all the way across Manhattan to the East River from this vacant, top-floor apartment.

Reid and the broker, Vera, were in the second bedroom. Vera—(was she a broker? It suddenly occurred to Ana they had no idea what the woman’s official job was)—could be heard delighting Reid with trivia about the building. Reid could be heard delighting Vera with videos of their almost-one-year-old daughter, Charlie.

Ana, not delighted, remained alone with her thoughts.

We don’t belong here.

We don’t belong here.

We—

Eventually, Vera and Reid came back into the living room. Vera explained how the same man who’d designed Central Park, Frederick Olmsted, had also designed the Deptford’s courtyard—something of a visual joke, but also an appeal to Olmsted’s vanity, because now tenants could reflect on his genius whether they looked inward or out.

Reid’s vanity also appeared piqued. Ana had never seen him hang on someone’s every word like this. He needs this, she thought.

“I can’t get over how green the courtyard is!” he exclaimed. “I mean, it’s January!”

“Hardy plants from the mother country,” Vera said—though, where was she from, Long Island? “Hey, show me another video of your little one! I can’t get over that noise she makes! She’s like a baby bird.”

“That’s what we call her!” Reid eagerly dug out his phone.

Ana excused herself with a tight smile. Wrapped up in their enthusiasm, Reid and Vera barely registered it. Although, Reid brushed a hand against Ana’s shoulders as she passed between them.

The second bedroom was just like the rest of the apartment: perfect.

This would obviously be Charlie’s room. If they lived here, Charlie would grow up looking down (. . . down . . . down) at the aforementioned courtyard.

At the center of the huge courtyard was a massive, wild-looking forest—it was shockingly green and vibrant. Hardy plants, indeed. In the middle of the foliage lay a flat, tamed rectangle of grass. From this high up, Ana got the so-called visual joke right away: all those wild trees were buildings, skyscrapers, and the flat grass was Central Park in miniature.

We don’t belong here.

From the other room, Vera cooed rapturously over another video.

What a bizarre woman. Twitchy. Off-putting. Ana sensed something like desperation in her, which was laughable because . . . why would anyone showing off a luxury apartment at the Deptford to a couple of lower-middle-class nobodies like Ana and Reid feel desperate? It’s not like anyone in the history of ever would say no, right?

Ana leaned her head against the cool glass of the window. She could almost feel the building swaying in the winter wind—but that had to be her imagination.

Technically, this floor, the top floor, was the eighteenth, but because of the duplexes and triplexes beneath them—the apartments inhabited by the movie stars, financial moguls, famous musicians, maybe even, God help us, some unholy combination of all three—they were something like twenty-five stories high. Maybe even thirty, it was impossible to really say.

Ana and Reid had entered the housing lottery for the Deptford Apartment as a joke when they first started looking for a place together a little over a decade ago. Why had they won it now? It was so fucking unfair.

You have to tell him.

That made her feel slightly nauseous. She closed her eyes.

When she opened them, she noticed a gnarled, twisted face staring back at her.

Across the courtyard, just above her line of sight, under the peaked gables of the roof.

A pug-nosed, leering creature with its stony mouth pulled into a comical pout.

When they’d been notified about their names coming up in the housing lottery yesterday, Ana googled the building, curious what insider info she could find. She came up surprisingly short. Plenty of surface appreciation, but, despite being one of New York’s most famous apartment buildings, no movies had ever been shot inside, no photographers had ever been allowed in for so much as a Vanity Fair spread, no tell-all books had hit the bestseller lists. No previous lottery winners had started so much as a blog. New York City seemed to enjoy keeping intimate details about the Deptford a secret.

Except for its gargoyles.

Besides the Chrysler Building and maybe the Woolworth Building or City College, the Deptford had some of the city’s most famous gargoyles. Vera had pointed them out when she met Ana and Reid on the street half an hour ago.

“Even when the Deptford was only three stories tall, those gargoyles have been in place. Rumor has it they were fashioned out of the stones of an ancient Valland graveyard where Thomas Emile Janebridge’s earliest traceable relatives were buried. They protect the building. And after a hundred and forty-four years, I think we can assume they work, huh?”

Ana and Reid had craned their necks upward to see them, looking like any of the other clustered tourists holding up pedestrian traffic on Eighty-Second Street, gaping and gawking in front of the black-and-gold iron gates surrounding the building. The building was used to gapers and gawkers. It was the Deptford, after all. The kind of building that makes you stop and say, Wow, what a city. Maybe one day I’ll live in a place like—

A hand fell on her shoulder. She jumped in her seat.

“So? What do you think?” It was Reid. Eyes wide, tone hushed. Giddy.

“It’s . . . it’s a lot.”

He squatted down to her eye level. “I know,” he said. “But . . . Maybe this is finally a lot in a good way? I mean, I looked around and the entire apartment is . . .”

“Perfect.”

“That’s the only word for it! Even the doorways are wide enough! And Vera said they’d be able to lower some counter-tops and install everything in the bathroom for us!”

“Right. But . . .” She trailed off, hoping he’d know where she was going with the thought.

“What?”

“Reid.” Dull embarrassment pulsed through her, followed, as usual, by a humming, intensifying anger. Why was he making her say it?

“What?”

“Notice anything else about that courtyard?”

He went to the window. “I mean, Charlie’s gonna love this view. Did you notice how there’s that little patch of green in the middle down there? It’s like the wild trees are buildings and then there’s a little Central Park. Vera was just saying how it can almost make you feel like you’re even higher up because—oh.”

He finally looked at her.

Then he looked at her wheelchair.

She watched his face as it registered what he should have known all along.

“Fuck.”
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They kept their voices low.

“What if there’s a fire? What if the elevator breaks down? I just—how can I feel safe—?”

“No,” he said, “no, you’re right. One hundred percent. Fuck. We need to say no, right?”

To his credit, he didn’t hesitate. All the same, she wished he hadn’t phrased it as a question. She wished he’d just made the horrific decision for her, taken any responsibility off her so she could resent him and be thankful in equal measure. She didn’t want to say no. She wanted to say yes to this more than she’d wanted to say yes to anything in her life.

“I fucking hate this,” she said, feeling the prick of tears, craving permission to hit something, him, herself, the handles of her goddamn off-the-rack, piece-of-shit wheelchair, anything. “Why does it have to be the top fucking floor?!”

All they’d been told was that their name had been pulled in the housing lottery. Vera hadn’t even mentioned the apartment number when she took them inside the building; Ana and Reid had to piece it together, floor by floor, in that cramped, deco-style elevator that didn’t stop going up . . .

And up . . .

And up . . .

As if feeding off their increasing dismay, it was during that elevator ride that Vera had asked, “Have you always . . . ?” Her expression twitched toward Ana’s wheelchair as effectively as a hand gesture.

“No,” Ana said quietly, dreading how much higher they could possibly go. “Just a little under a year.”

“But it’s not forever!” Reid blurted.

“We don’t know that,” Ana said as if apologizing for an embarrassing outburst.

Up . . . and up . . .

Vera was undeterred, fascinated. “Was there an accident?”

An incredibly rude question, but Ana almost appreciated its naked rubbernecking.

“Sort of.” She could have left it there, but dreadful silence unspooled as the elevator crept impossibly, horribly upward. “We were really stubborn about wanting to avoid a C-section, but it was a long labor and the epidural kept me from feeling how badly the position I was in was actually hurting me.” The lithotomy position, legs spread as far as they could go, which she indicated with her hands in her lap. “I had an old dance injury in just the right spot. Wound up causing a hemorrhage in my spinal column. I didn’t know how bad it was until I tried to get out of bed the next day.”

“Goodness,” Vera said. “Is that common?”

Ana remembered the neurologist she’d been referred to, shaking his head and sighing (while making eye contact mostly with Reid): You have to understand, this sort of injury is a million to one . . . billion to one, even . . .

“Nope!” Ana tried to sound upbeat. “Super rare. Billion to one.”

“Goodness,” Vera repeated, not without sympathy. “I guess you’ve won all sorts of lotteries lately, haven’t you?”

That’s when the elevator gently bumped to a stop at their floor and the silent, practically invisible elevator operator who’d been lurking in the corner this entire time pulled an almost-maritime lever to open the gate.

Now, in the second bedroom, Reid stroked Ana’s arm.

“I know you do,” he said. He kissed her hand. “It’s okay. We’ll just say no. Easy as that. The timing isn’t right, and, y’know . . . it happens.” He almost sounded like he meant it. “It’s too small for us anyway. Where are we gonna put your voice-over booth? It’d have to go in the living room, and then furniture would be all crazy around it. And Charlie would outgrow this room quick.”

“But . . . people do this all the time, right?” Now she was desperate for a reason not to say no. It wasn’t fair. If their names had been pulled at any other point in their lives, jumping at this opportunity would’ve been a no-brainer! Why did it have to be an any-kind-of-brainer now?

You’ve won all sorts of lotteries lately, haven’t you . . .

“Do what?”

“Move to such high floors when they’re . . .” She gestured to her wheelchair: a cheap, Medline Basic Lightweight.

“I don’t know,” he said genuinely. There was so much they were still learning. Then: “I mean, maybe once we’re in the building for a little while, we could get priority to transfer to another apartment? I don’t know.”

They sat in silence for a moment, Ana in her chair, Reid crouching next to her.

Ana found herself looking at her hands. She spoke in an embarrassed, confessional whisper.

“I can’t stop thinking . . . we don’t belong here. Like . . . places like this just aren’t meant for people like us.”

“What do you mean? They’ve got these lottery units for a reason—”

“No. Not that. I mean people like us. Cursed people. Luckless people.”

“Honey,” he sighed. “Come on. Cursed? We’re not—”

“Then why is this happening? Right now?”

He took her hand. It was sweaty, the calluses from eleven months in her chair already prominent.

“Why does anything happen? Maybe this is just a sign that, I don’t know, it’s time to start looking for a new place anyway. Turn a page, start fresh after the year we’ve had. Somewhere actually perfect. That’s big enough, and still in our price range, and on a first floor, and, best of all—”

“No Frank?”

“Exactly.”

“Does a place like that exist?”

He shrugged. “Only one way to find out.”

But melancholy had crept into his voice. The reality of saying goodbye to this apartment was beginning to sink in, she could tell.

They gave themselves one final moment in the room. Then Reid said:

“Thanks for coming with me to check it out. I know you hate coming into the city.” He kissed her forehead, then leaned his own against hers. “I love you.”

“You don’t have to,” she said.

“Tell it to my heeaaart.” He’d flipped his voice into a soft falsetto, sounding more like a cartoon chicken than the soulful ’90s R&B crooner he was trying to mimic.

It got a smile from her all the same. “You’re disgusting.”

“Should we get going? Relieve the DelGrossos from baby duty?” Their trip back to Ditmas would be long and annoying—more so than it used to be on account of now having to find the right chair-accessible stations and buses. Maybe they’d throw caution to the wind and spring for a cab, assuming it didn’t take forever to flag down the right kind. It’s not like they’d be paying for movers now.

Ana gave his hand a squeeze. “Yeah.”

He got behind her chair to help push her out to the living room. Sometimes she hated when he did that. Not this time.
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“Well,” Vera said. “What do we think? Perfect for baby, isn’t it?”

She’d been leaning against the kitchen counter when Ana and Reid had come out of the bedroom. For the briefest of moments, it looked as if she’d been in a light doze. Her face twitched . . . and her hands stayed pressed primly in front of her like a kindergarten teacher.

“Perfect,” Ana said. She wheeled herself away, back toward the living room window overlooking the park, while Reid delivered the bad news.

They were twenty-something stories up. Up against the bedroom window, the drop had been dizzying . . . but from here, the city stretched out as if promising to catch them. God, it was hard, almost impossible, to imagine seeing a view like this every day and not feeling capable of doing anything.

It was all about perspective, Ana realized.

And hadn’t they fallen off higher cliffs than this and survived?

You’ve won all sorts of lotteries lately, haven’t you? That was certainly true. Billion-to-one shots, left and right. Dark ones like her injury, her lack of progress in PT. Bright ones like meeting each other in the first place. Or winning an apartment at the Deptford.

They’d made it this far. If anyone shouldn’t be daunted by a precipice, it was them.

What was one more? Why couldn’t they belong here?

“Unfortunately,” Reid was saying to Vera, “we’ve hit a pretty big snag.”

“Oh?” Vera asked, blinking and twitching at the unimaginable, unprecedented taste of rejection. Her hands stayed clasped in front of her.

“Yeah,” Reid began. He swallowed, cleared his throat. “Yeah, I just don’t think we—”

“—have the right furniture for this layout,” Ana cut in, bright and loud and confident. She stared out the window. “So we’re gonna have to buy some new pieces. But we can figure that out after we move in.”

Reid looked down at her in surprise. Ana met his eyes with hers, a gesture that might as well have been two hands linking before leaping together, and smiled.
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With the couple gone, Vera the broker-not-broker exhaled. They would work.

Disappointing that they hadn’t brought the baby with them—it would’ve been nice to see her in person—but the vetting had been thorough, and the husband had been more than happy to show photos and videos.

A beautiful child.

The mother’s disability was an asset, too.

In a word, they were perfect.

Envy rocketed through her, as it often did when she met lucky new tenants of the Deptford.

Then she remembered what she was holding on to. She looked down, wondering if the couple had thought it odd she hadn’t shaken their hands as they left.

No, probably not. They had their own issues to discuss.

The roach continued to squirm against her palms.

Vera carefully opened her hands, then plucked the roach up by its back. Its legs kicked helplessly.

She’d caught it scurrying across the kitchen counter while the couple talked in the second bedroom. It was quick, but not quick enough.

“You don’t belong here,” she reprimanded with a grin, an actual, genuine grin.

Roaches were common enough in any building—and this particular apartment had sat empty for a few months now—but she couldn’t help feeling a sense of . . . holy confirmation finding one at this exact moment. This building teemed with life, after all. Its new tenants were about to discover just what that could mean.

Here came that envy again. They were so lucky. Vera wished she could experience what the young couple was about to experience. What their baby would get to experience.

Vera settled for the closest thing.

She popped the shiny, brownish-black insect into her mouth. It scrambled impotently against her teeth, her palate, until that oh-so-satisfying crunch bathed her tongue and flooded her senses.

Vera closed her eyes and swallowed slowly, savoring all she could of the warm, bitter, sweetly delicious taste of life.
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Because life was bitter and sweet, wasn’t it? Like that Joni Mitchell song about holy wine.

Or, no—

Reid came to an abrupt stop on the semi-crowded sidewalk on Fifty-Ninth Street. He paused the music in his earbuds, just in time to hear someone seethe as they veered around him—“Good job, asshole!” Reid didn’t care; he was too busy chasing the thought.

No, the better analogy was . . . life was like Joni Mitchell’s entire catalog. Increasingly complex and difficult to understand but still full of face-smacking beauty if you were willing to forgo expectations and listen.

Yeah. He liked that. There was even a possible song here. “A Song for Joni,” or something.

Lyrics were never his strong suit—melodic hooks came so much easier—and writing an homage to one of the greatest lyricists of all time would be a hell of a presumption. Still. He hadn’t written a new song in months. Hadn’t even had an idea for one.

What an unexpected gift, today of all days, when he was so exhausted he could barely think straight.

I bet Joni feels like this from time to time, too.

Oh, Joni, I feel a lot like you

But I could never do the things you do.

*   *   *

Smiling a private smile, he pulled out his phone and wrote the lines down in his notes app.

That done, he blinked and looked around. It was a beautiful, temperate mid-January afternoon in Manhattan. The air felt crisp, but the sun kept it from being truly cold. The lunch-hour pedestrian rush filled the sidewalks, and somewhere, just far enough to sound like the air itself, someone was busking on a saxophone. It was exactly the kind of day made for being alive in New York City.

Reid was on his lunch break. He carried a small loaf of bread in a clear plastic bag, and he moved quickly, running errands before he had to be back at his desk—or at least, that had been the plan before he slammed on the brakes.

He felt like a man spat out after being dragged along by a riptide. Disoriented. Gasping.

But also somehow happier than he could remember feeling in a long, long time.

Bitter and sweet.

Had the events of the past week actually happened?

It had taken this moment—this random, arbitrary New York moment, occasioned by the barely articulated inspiration for a new song—to make him stop and take it all in.

Yesterday, they had moved into the Deptford.
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It hadn’t been easy—no wonder everything seemed a little blurry in retrospect.

After Ana and Reid had gotten back from their walk-through of the apartment, they’d discovered a voicemail on Reid’s phone from an unknown number. There’d been no ring, no missed call.

A stranger’s voice, flat and impersonal, informed them, “the Applicants,” that if they were indeed interested in the apartment at the Deptford they now had, “as per the statutes and bylaws provided, seven days to move in.” Failure to do so in the provided time would result “in our beginning the interview process with the next Applicants.”

The voice added with ominous finality, “That process will not take long.”

Seven fucking days. To pack up their entire apartment—or, more accurately, for Reid to pack up their entire apartment. Ana wasn’t going to be able to be much help, as much as he hated to admit that to himself.

There’d also be the matter of Frank. Their belligerent, meddlesome, obnoxious, racist, please-God-soon-to-be-former landlord.

Frank would be furious at them for breaking their lease. He’d be outraged once he saw the private modifications they’d made to the apartment. And more than anything, he’d be insistent that he be involved in every step of the moving-out process. He’d want to oversee how they packed things up; he’d want to make sure they weren’t scratching the floors; he’d want to offer Southern Comfort–scented monologues about all the things they were doing wrong, all the reasons they were idiots for wanting to move out of his apartment, and oh by the way, what kinda movers did you hire, did you see on Tucker about the latest horde of immigrants coming to sully our fair, white country? Parasites, they are, frickin’ cock-a-roaches.

Listening to that voicemail from the Deptford, Reid had known immediately that their next week would be a nightmare.

And yet, he hadn’t felt upset about it. Because he’d known, one way or another, he was going to make this move happen. All the ensuing sweat and sleep deprivation would be his down payment for their sweeter, less bitter life.

They’d waited until the night before to tell Frank, betting he wouldn’t answer his phone during his so-called highball time. Their gamble paid off. They left a simple, vague message: so sorry, there’s been another emergency, we’re going to have to move in with Ana’s mother in Connecticut. (The idea of moving in with Ana’s mom was hilarious, but Frank had never bothered to ask about the intricacies of that particular relationship.)

For an exorbitant extra fee, they’d also arranged for movers to arrive a couple of hours before dawn. They loaded their stuff out under cover of night. Quick and dirty.

Ana sat with Charlie in the car they’d rented to move their most fragile and personal items while Reid directed the movers and tidied things up in their wake. When he finally joined his wife and baby daughter, he assured Ana that everything was in good order, and the three of them said goodbye to the first apartment they’d shared together as a family. Not the happiest of memories there, but an important locale all the same.

And if Reid left out a few details, like just how exactly the apartment looked when they left it? Hey, that’s what security deposits were for. Besides, Frank had been a real piece of shit during their time there. Consider this his comment card.

They moved into the Deptford as the sun rose. A fitting image, all told.

By noon, the movers had gone, and they were finally, firmly in place in their nest.

Charlie was cranky, unsettled, and confused.

Ana was clearly nervous and conflicted.

Reid was exhausted and not thrilled that he had to go to work the next day.

But they were in.
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He still hadn’t moved from his spot on Fifty-Ninth Street. Not yet.

He reached into the clear plastic bag he carried and tore off a hunk of bread. Challah, courtesy of the Chabad Lubavitchers who parked their Mitzvah Tank nearby and surveyed his office building every week to ask each Jewish person they could find if they wanted to hear a Torah portion and/or wrap themselves with some tefillin. Reid always passed on those last parts, but he appreciated the bread—it made for a good lunch when he was trying to pinch pennies.

He was going to get walking again in a minute. Ana’s voice-over booth had gotten messed up during the move, and she needed Reid to pick up some parts from the Home Depot on Lexington.

But first, Reid realized there’d been another reason he stopped, not just the sudden lyrical inspiration.

He turned around and, farther back up the block, he saw the building he’d passed while he’d been lost in thought.

The Argosy Book Store. One of the few remaining bookstores in this neighborhood—one that, as far as Reid knew, specialized in old, random, out-of-print books.

In all his googling of the Deptford, he’d found only one book written about the building. A gossipy paperback written in the 1970s, out of print for decades. Amazon had some copies for sale, but they were going for more than he should spend on a book, and Ana was philosophically opposed to using Amazon if they could help it, so . . .

Was this bookstore worth a visit?

He chewed another hunk of bread. He always got indecisive when he was tired.

How about we think of it as a little test?

Nothing important, nothing that means anything. Just a fun little test to see if their luck really had turned around.

He walked back to the bookstore.

The Argosy overwhelmed him. It was one of those intimidating, old-timey bookstores that used to be all over the city, full of rich brown, wooden shelves and ladders and spines. You half expected to get chased out if you didn’t know the right ISBN or Dewey decimal or whatever. Reid always felt stupid in bookstores like these. Among his many day jobs over the years, he’d even worked at Keats & Yeats, a bookstore in the Village, in his early twenties, but he’d been so obviously useless there, it was one of the only gigs he’d ever been straight fired from.

Near the front of the Argosy, troughs and bins held used books for a dollar. Reid looked there first, idly flipping through, not knowing where else to start, already certain this would be a waste of time and that he’d—

The book was in the very first trough.



4

There was a word Reid’s mom used whenever she spoke of the early days, when she first met his dad—the happier times, before he’d revealed himself as a selfish, cowardly piece of shit capable of abandoning his family, never to be seen again. Bashert. In a romantic context, it meant “soulmate.” More generally, it meant fate. Destiny. God’s plan.

That word rang in Reid’s ears as he stepped back into the January sun, laughing. Actually laughing. He looked at the old paperback in his hands. Holy shit, he couldn’t believe it.

Behind the Iron Gate: An Unauthorized History of the Deptford Apartment Building, New York’s Most Mysterious Home, by Preston Treadwell.

It was just there. Flipped through by how many hands, ignored by how many browsers?

Great condition.

Only a dollar.

They didn’t even charge him tax.

Bashert.

He was hit by a sudden impulse to call his mom, tell her everything.

His laughter died.

For a moment, it all felt so overwhelming, he almost started crying.

He couldn’t call his mom; she’d been dead for well over a year now. COVID had snuck into her nursing home and, to paraphrase Springsteen (a better lyricist than Reid could ever hope to be), that was all she wrote. A common enough tale these days. Even Ana’s mom had caught it in her own assisted living facility around the same time—although, typical of Ana’s mother’s refusal to ever do what anyone wanted, she shook it off and survived.

The loss of his mom had been overshadowed by the rest of the chaos he and Ana had endured lately—the unpleasant, savings-draining fertility procedures, the pregnancy, the difficult labor, the paralysis, the compounding expenses, the loss of Ana’s personal trainer income, the newborn . . . and, of course, that night with the knife . . .

Reid tried not to think about any of that. The way a tightrope walker tries not to think about the hard ground below.

He looked around at the block he stood on. Really looked at it.

It seemed like every other storefront was empty. Windows were papered over, or left vacant. Realtor signs were as common as people sleeping in doorways lately. New York had started to look like the caricature his mom had always feared: destitute, desperate. Broken.

The city had been through so goddamn much. Even beyond the baseline PTSD from that nightmarish, ambulance-scored spring of 2020. The mass graves, the portable morgues. Then came the economic contractions. The rise in anger, in violence. Not from the racist stock footage on the news but from the news viewers looking for someone to blame. Sooner or later, their sights always landed on the same group as the ultimate cause, didn’t they? Swastika graffiti wasn’t uncommon anymore, politicians (and even some celebrities) were trying on anti-Semitism like some vintage, tailored coat, and Reid was glad his mom wasn’t alive to see all that.

His mood began to deflate—too much bitter creeping into the sweet.

Then he looked back down at the book he’d purchased. A beautiful building graced the cover. His building. His new home.

In the distance, the busking saxophonist began a new song.

Reid felt a curious sensation coming from a dozen blocks away, farther north, up along the park.

A pulse.

No. More like . . . a gentle tug. As ephemeral as the music.

Distance made it faint, but the direction was unmistakable.

The Deptford. It had been waiting for him as surely as the book in his hands.

His mom would be proud. Proud of him for finding this new apartment. For taking care of his wife and his daughter. For not letting grief break him down. For surviving.

The same could be said of his city, his chosen home.

Every person walking by—even the fuckface who’d cursed at him when he broke the cardinal rule of pedestrian traffic, or the goddamn bless-his-brass-blowing-heart saxophonist—they were all still going. And soon, Reid would have new music of his own to add to this joyful noise.

His heart swelled with love. There was no other way to describe it.

He loved this goddamn city.

And this bittersweetness? This holy wine? This is what it means to be a New Yorker.

They had been through hell. They still wore masks or walked around with them in their pockets just in case. They had the scars

(Ana put the knife down)

(What were you doing?!)

to prove they had made it through the worst years of their lives. But only survivors have scars in the first place.

Reid came to an abrupt decision: change of plans for the rest of today’s lunch break.

He would find the nearest homeless person and give them the bread he was currently noshing on—they wouldn’t be hard to find, and they needed it more than he did.

Next, he was going to buy himself a nice lunch, because he could afford it. He was going to eat that lunch in the goddamn sunshine, and he was going to start reading his new book.

After that, he’d still have time to stop by a hardware store. And if he didn’t? Hey, he could do it on his walk home. He could walk home now. No more hours spent crammed in the subway on the interminable trek to South Brooklyn.

Then when he got home, he would kiss his wife and his daughter—the two jewels of his life (and were they bittersweet sometimes? Sure. But he could push those feelings all the way down, press those grapes into holy wine, baby)—and he was going to write a new song.

He loved this goddamn city.

But he didn’t move from where he was standing. Not yet. For now, he wanted to relish this feeling.

After the past couple of years, he wanted to stay in this moment forever.
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“Whoa,” Georgia said, standing in the living room and turning in a circle as if to take in as much of the apartment as she could. “This place sucks.”

Ana nodded solemnly. “I know. We’re the laughingstock of New York.”

“We laugh so as to not cry for you poor, pathetic dum-dums.”

Georgia stood five feet ten inches tall, with broad shoulders and a lean but muscular build. Even now, wearing blue-and-black exercise pants and an oversized, faux-vintage ThunderCats T-shirt, a winter coat draped over one arm, and her hair pulled back in a thoughtless ponytail, Ana thought Georgia looked like a comic book superheroine: unquestionably strong and effortlessly feminine. Which was weirdly appropriate considering her full name was Georgia O’Keefe.

“Don’t let that fool you,” she’d told Ana when they first met years ago. “I can’t paint a tree to save my life, let alone a portrait of your lady bits. But my mama’s mama was Georgia, and she died right before I was born. And nothing to be done about my daddy’s last name, so. Coulda been worse: I went to high school with a girl named Holly Wood. Parents are monsters.”

She still had a soft twang from her Midland, Texas, upbringing, as well as a dry, sarcastic wit that made Ana like her immediately. She was the sort of person you instantly wanted to impress, to try to get a reaction out of her usual deadpan demeanor. It was the perfect quality for a physical therapist.

But that’s not why she was here today.

Georgia hung up her coat and popped a piece of gum in her mouth.

“Wanna show me the rest of this farthole before we get to work?”
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The amenities impressed her. Texas girl or not, Georgia was New Yorker enough to know a miracle apartment when she saw one. The huge windows overlooking the park and the city. The dishwasher. The washer-dryer hidden in one of the numerous closets. The floors—in some rooms hardwood, in others marbled tile—that shone and sparkled no matter how many feet shuffled over them. But Georgia also thought of Ana as a client and a friend, so what she was really interested in was a different set of features.

Not everything passed muster. There were a few light switches that were a little too high. All the upper kitchen cabinets might as well have been on the moon. The bathroom sink used two handles instead of one. Little things like that. But overall, Georgia had to admit, they—whoever they were at the Deptford—had done an extraordinary job making the apartment more accessible. Countertops had been lowered in the kitchen (without sacrificing much storage space, hallelujah). The sink was low enough in the bathroom and the toilet had been raised. In fact, the whole bathroom was a marvel. There was a shower stall and a tub, and the shower had a seat and a rail.

“Okay, then,” Georgia said, almost begrudgingly, as if she didn’t want to be this impressed.

“Right?” Ana said. “I kinda can’t believe they did all this just for me. And so fast.”

“Well, a building full of ancient, rich muckety-mucks? I bet they’ve had to make these kinds of alterations before. They probably have a whole stash of shower seats in the basement next to the sidewalk salt.”

“Good point.”

“Besides, babe.” Georgia smacked her gum and play-punched Ana’s shoulder. “You’re worth it.”

“Shucks.”

They spoke low. Down the hall, Charlie napped in her bedroom. After last night’s on-again, off-again cry-fest, it was almost hard to imagine Charlie could sleep.

The tour completed, Ana and Georgia got to work. They only had an hour before Georgia had to run—less, if Charlie decided to wake up first.

They moved boxes around, organizing, putting like with like, making sure nothing was in the way so Ana would be able to start unpacking things on her own. Reid and the movers had done a decent job leaving space for her, but many of the box piles were randomly arranged.

At one point, Georgia discovered a particularly old-looking stack of boxes.

“That’s all stuff from Reid’s mom,” Ana explained. “Reid still hasn’t gone through all of it.”

“Gee, that doesn’t sound like him,” Georgia mumbled sarcastically and shunted the boxes into a corner.

Also in a corner—neatly, as though it belonged there—was
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