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Unknown by Unknown

I

When I’d gotten laid off, the managers said it had nothing to do with my performance. They had purchased a piece of software that could do my job at a thousand times the speed. There was no way I could compete, and they were very sorry. They offered me a month of severance for every year I had been at the company. Seven months of pay.

I had joined when I was still considered a young woman, twenty-seven, at the cusp of my late twenties. Now I was very much in my thirties, jobless, with nothing tying me to the place where I lived besides the one-bedroom apartment I rented that still had ten months on the lease. I wasn’t hurting for money yet, but I was bored and growing increasingly anxious. I suspected I should be doing more with my time than eating weed gummies and lying in bed binge-watching reality dating shows with heinous and hilarious names like Simp Island and From Stalker to Lover. The shows made me certain I would die alone. It wasn’t necessarily the most frightening thought, since I liked being alone, but it was the first time in my life that I had the time to meditate on my mortality, on how everything I had spent the last seven years of my life doing—focusing on my career, developing my independence, saving my money for some future better life—had been, ultimately, meaningless, and it stirred inside me feelings I had difficulty understanding, let alone managing.

Two months into unemployed life, a former coworker took pity on me. He texted to ask if I would be open to a monthlong house- and pet-sitting job for friends of his family, who were having a hard time finding somebody they could trust (and, I assumed, had the free time in their schedule). The only requirement: a video interview with the owners of the house. The work acquaintance suspected it was more a formality—he had already told them I was a perfect fit. I had been perceived as competent at my previous job. I listened, I didn’t fuss, I fixed other people’s mistakes.

The proposal of escape into someone else’s home, someone else’s life, appealed to me.

Over video chat, I caught my first glimpses of the house’s interior. A modernist chandelier hung in the background, there was a hint of a giant fiddle-leaf fig, a few large paintings on the walls. It was a pixelated and glitchy mess—the internet connection was weak at the house.

“We’re up in the most beautiful, secluded hills,” said the owners. They were a nice-looking white couple in their fifties, artists and art collectors with a dog named Georgia—“After Georgia O’Keeffe, of course”—and would be going on a “long-needed inspirational trip” to Portugal now that travel had reopened. They warned that not only did they have limited internet access, but phone service could be challenging, too. They had a landline I could use, thousands of satellite TV channels, and a vast collection of DVDs and records. “You won’t be left wanting,” they promised.

They went into great detail about the intricacies of the house, attempting to point their iPad’s camera at the kitchen sink, the guest bedrooms (I could choose from three), the husband’s recording studio full of instruments (hobbyist only, I was welcome to use), the wife’s painting studio (please don’t disturb), their meditation room, the deck hot tub, the backyard swimming pool, the indoor fireplace, the outdoor fire pit . . . I wasn’t able to make out much beyond the outlines of items frozen on the screen, and the owners’ voices often cut out. It was, however, clear how beautiful the place would be in person. How it would be an escape from my living situation, an escape from the stomping of the neighbors in the apartment upstairs, the sirens of passing ambulances and fire trucks, the strange smell emanating from beneath the kitchen sink, the persistent hum coming from some unknown part of the building.

I nodded and took notes while the owners talked. They liked that. I could see the digital jerks of their nodding heads, their disjointed smiles through the screen. They told me I was wonderful, something I hadn’t heard in a long time. I was susceptible to praise. I felt a warmth rise up from my legs into my chest—the sense that my life was back on its intended path. They asked me to promise that I would take the very best care of their home and dog, and most of all, they hoped I would benefit from the space, which they called, euphemistically, “a beautiful retreat from the world’s increasing chaos.” I had never been on a retreat, let alone worked a job described as a retreat. I told Katherine and Erik—those were their names—that I would be most appreciative of the opportunity.

On the day of my arrival, I was late, and the couple had only fifteen minutes to show me around their home before their driver would arrive and take them to the nearest airport two hours away. The house was more secluded than I had realized, which was why it had taken me so long to get there, by train,  then bus, then taxi for the last remote leg into the woods. Katherine and Eric were gracious and told me not to apologize. They hugged me on the porch and welcomed me in through a giant arched wooden door with matching arched windowpanes.

The house was a California Arts and Crafts revival, according to the owners. It had an open-concept layout—a long gigantic room where spaces flowed naturally from one to another based on the arrangement of furniture, all of which had an elegance and warmth that shocked me into silent appreciation. None of it was ostentatious, which made it all the more desirable. The floors were made of beautiful wide slats of blond wood, finished perfectly, not too shiny or too matte, the natural grain adding warmth to the space. There was an entire wall of floor-to-ceiling windows, framed in that same beautiful blond wood, which overlooked the forest. Two panels slid open onto a wraparound deck.

The house was high up in the hills of Northern California, where the redwoods reigned. Though the house technically fell within the borders of a nearby town, it was in one of those areas that had its own unofficial name used by everyone in the know who lived there, indicating it was far nicer than whatever was in the flats. From the deck, all I could see were the old trees cascading down, down, down. If I squinted, I could make out the blue of Monterey Bay in the beyond. There were no other houses in sight, though I knew from the drive up that a few were tucked away like this one, hidden along the hillside.

The couple’s dog, Georgia, followed us wherever we went, panting and rubbing her body against our legs, especially mine. I scratched her from neck to butt, which made her pant harder and left my jeans covered in her white Lab hairs.

“She likes you,” said Katherine. “What a wonderful sign.” 

The couple seemed to believe in signs.

“We’d just about given up on the trip when we heard about you,” Katherine relayed as Erik mmmed and hmmed in agreement. “It was the most perfect timing. A wonderful sign that this was meant to be.” Katherine said she and Erik had fallen in love with this house because of a sign—the previous owners were selling the house fully furnished, art, plants, and all. A few pieces of art matched the couple’s taste, and as Katherine was a painter, she knew it was meant to be. She told Erik she absolutely had to have this house.

“And the view took my breath away!” said Katherine. “Of course, we replaced most of the furniture.”

“Whatever Katherine wants,” Erik said, smiling.

The couple’s dynamic reminded me of something a friend once told me after her breakup: that the only healthy (hetero—though my friend hadn’t specified this at the time) relationships are the ones where the woman is in charge. I could see that Katherine and Erik had a very healthy relationship. I was especially taken by Katherine, who moved with a grace and effortlessness that put me in mind of a heron I’d once seen preening itself in a creek. I wanted a life like hers.

The driver soon arrived, and Erik left to load their suitcases.

“One last thing,” Katherine said, walking me to the back of the property. She pointed out the trail behind the house that led even higher up the hill. The trailhead started at the foot of a tall, blackened tree trunk. “The previous owners told us this tree burned two hundred years ago,” Katherine said. “Isn’t it stunning?” I nodded. We stared in reverence at the tree for a few seconds. “It’s a lovely, relaxing hike up the trail,” Katherine added. “But do avoid the shed up there. It’s not structurally sound.” She said that a construction crew would be there in a couple of weeks to tear the shed down and build another, bigger one, where Erik’s music studio would be relocated. They required more space.

II

After the owners left, I walked around the house, looking at everything on the tall shelving units, noting the placement of each small item—fountain pens, slippers, candles, seashells, a golden bookmark in the shape of a sailboat, framed photographs—and opening drawers in the kitchen, in the office, in the bedrooms, to take in and memorize what exactly went where. The house and its contents held a power over me that was intoxicating. The entire home had a sublime lived-in quality that looked perfectly tidy, and I did not want to disturb each item’s rightful place. I wanted to ensure that when the owners returned, I left behind no trace of myself.

Katherine had written extensive notes about the house, more than twenty pages typed out and left paper-clipped on the kitchen’s marble island countertop. I looked over them, checking and rechecking the schedule of my tasks and the various numbers and codes for the driveway gate, front door, and help lines. The notes also included details on how to use and care for the house’s various amenities.

I developed a routine. In the mornings, I did as the notes directed: fed Georgia her food along with two CBD chew treats, then let her out onto the property, where she could carry on with her morning activities of chasing lizards and sunbathing. Every Thursday, I followed this by watering the indoor and deck plants—a task that took a good twenty minutes, each huge pot requiring a full watering can. I walked back and forth from sink to plant, taking my time to ensure all life in the house was nourished.

Afterward, I carefully made cappuccinos with the mini La Marzocco espresso machine (from working in coffee shops during college, I knew these cost several thousand dollars) and sat at the sturdy wood breakfast table (not to be confused with the formal marble dining table beneath the modernist chandelier) as the morning light came in through the wall of windows that looked out onto the forest. Though I wanted to leave no trace of my presence in the house, I also wanted to inhabit the space as it was meant to be inhabited, to fully experience a life deserving of a home like this one. I rode the Peloton in the downstairs workout room, then used the hand weights to do a set of exercises pinned to a corkboard on the wall. I would occasionally sit on a pillow in the meditation room and turn on the Bose sound system, which played a CD of underwater whale sounds produced by a nearby aquarium. I took baths in the guest bathroom’s jet tub, with lavender salts Katherine had specified in her notes that she’d bought for my use. Every other evening, I would dip test strips into the hot tub’s water to check its pH levels, soak there for a bit when the weather cooled, then toss in the requisite scoops of chlorine, calcium, and pH increaser or decreaser to maintain the tub water’s health. After every meal, I would clean the kitchen so that it looked as though nobody had cooked anything, ensuring that the stove and counter surfaces were not marred by even a droplet of water.

This is all to say that I took my time there very seriously.

The deck was my favorite feature, made of dark-stained wood and wrapped along two sides of the house that overlooked the hills. At noon each day, I ate a lunch of nuts, a salad, and a stove-grilled vegetarian sausage from the market a fifteen-minute drive down the hill and, afterward, went out on the deck to tan. I made sure to apply the owners’ tanning oil each time. I’d lie flat and still as a corpse in a bikini, on the “chaise longue,” as the owners had called it, sometimes topless, sometimes occupied with a book pulled from the home’s shelves. I’d turn my body a dozen times, imagining myself slowly cooking like an animal on a spit. I pretended this would be my life forever. Sometimes as I lay there, I felt as though I were dissolving, what distinguished my body from its surroundings melting away. Occasionally, the sensation frightened me, but most of the time I was relieved. I wouldn’t matter anymore. I would no longer be matter. Always the feeling would pass, and I would return to my body and its boundaries. When I was done each day, I would take a photo of myself against one of the house’s exterior walls, lines of sweat visible on my face. The house was the color of my skin. Or close enough. A mauvy pink, with undertones of brown. I wanted to document my progress of blending in.

Below the deck, there was a lovely tiered garden with lavender and succulents and bamboo, along with wildflowers I couldn’t name but which I photographed meticulously, as well as a small orchard of a few lemon and avocado and orange trees. The wildlife appeared happier up here. The bees clustered around the lavender bushes and never bothered me. Lizards lay out on sunbaked rocks with their eyes slitted, so at peace they wouldn’t skitter away unless I reached out to touch them. The occasional deer wandered through the property, though they were often scared off by Georgia’s barks. Besides the barking, the dog would spend most of the day sleeping, moving herself from deck to dirt to deck to dirt. When I tried to coax Georgia up the steep trail for her daily afternoon walk, she would go as far as one particular curve, then sit, immovable, unless I waved a treat for her to follow. Even then, she would take only a few steps until I offered her another bite. We never made it as far as the to-be-avoided shed, though I could see it not far off from the spot where Georgia stopped to chew on whatever wood chip or branch she could find. It was nothing of note, though it certainly looked run down, with faded green paint and a caving roof. Georgia would then whine to go back to the comfort of the house. She was the most stubborn and lazy and spoiled dog I had ever met, and I grew to love her for these qualities.

I had never felt more alive and purposeful than in that house. The quiet of the hills sharpened my senses. Before coming to the house, I couldn’t recall the last time I had been thrilled or moved or excited by anything. I couldn’t recall anything significant from the last seven years of working. And since I’d been laid off, I had grown increasingly numb scrolling through job listings with words that seemed to evaporate upon reading, their meaning emptied out, only unfamiliar shapes and sounds.

But here in the house, every moment contained meaning. The way the light came in through the bedroom window in the morning signaled the weather. The way Georgia nudged my hand for food spoke to her mood and attitude for the day. How my coffee tasted indicated my own mood and attitude, which was largely positive, grateful, openhearted. When I walked from one place to another, the bottoms of my feet were alert to the wood’s cool touch; I could feel the arch of my sole and each toe pressing gently off the floor until landing again. I imagined being as elegant as a water bug skidding on the surface of a pond, or an ice-skater landing a jump, or the owners, who I was certain moved through the house with such grace and purpose. 

I would often stop in front of the home’s many paintings, gauging my reaction, whether I could see something new or different each time I looked. They were all nameless—it was not, after all, a museum—and I could not find any record of who had made them, each signature an illegible squiggle. They were by people who I assumed the current or previous owners knew personally, or were famous enough to be wanted in a home like this one. Some could have been Katherine’s paintings, for all I knew.

My favorite one was a relatively small painting, maybe sixteen by twenty inches, that hung in the hallway outside the guest bedroom. It wasn’t given one of the prime wall spaces, possibly because of its size, or because it was somewhat odd. It was an abstract painting, I think. The background looked like it could be a park of sorts, various greens in the lower two thirds in strokes that resembled grass and trees, then deep blues and purples and pinks in the upper third, a raucous sky. In the foreground, there were body parts of various shades strewn about—several hands and feet, four ears, three arms, five legs, two torsos, three noses, and five cylindrical shapes I assumed to be necks. If I were to describe it to somebody, I imagine it might sound like a creepy painting. I’m not an art person, and I don’t know the language of painting, but whenever I looked at this one, it disoriented me in a way that made me happy to be alive. I felt reborn, like that past version of myself was only a cartoon of who I truly was.

III

I never felt lonely in the house. I hadn’t realized how lonely I’d been previously until I arrived there, like a lifelong ache I’d understood as the norm had been relieved. In part, Georgia kept me company. There was also a constant rotation of people who would come up the long driveway throughout the week. The owners had a lot of help—landscapers, housecleaner, pool cleaner, septic experts—who, too, moved with purpose and expertise. I appreciated what each person did to maintain the glory of the house, but really, we didn’t speak much, and we all stayed out of each other’s ways to accomplish our tasks. The lack of loneliness came instead from the house itself, the way it held and protected me.

It wasn’t until the beginning of my last week in the house that my routine was broken, when the construction crew finally arrived to tear down and rebuild the shed up the hill. They were a noisy group of three men who blasted sports talk radio from their giant truck as they pulled up the driveway. Georgia barked like mad at them, unfamiliar with their smells and sounds. I was out on the deck before they had shut off the engine. One of the men, presumably the boss, yelled over the still-blasting radio that they knew what to do and they’d stay up the hill, out of my hair.

That was far from the case. The owners had rented a porta potty that was delivered the day prior, placed at the trailhead by the two-hundred-year-old burnt tree trunk, so that the men wouldn’t have to come into the house and bother me. But they did bother me. Their noises rolled down the hill and through the house’s open windows. Even with the windows closed, I could hear them hollering and laughing, banging and breaking, running down the hill to use the porta potty, slamming its thin plastic door, then running back up, all while complaining and joking about their dumps. I could do none of my usual tasks and roamed the house anxiously, waiting for them to leave. I tried to find comfort in the house’s many objects—the espresso machine,  the deck, my favorite painting of limbs—but I couldn’t focus, my mind on the noise.

At the end of their first day of work, there was a knock on the front door. The head of the crew stood on the porch, his pale stubbled face red and sweaty from being out in the sun. Seeing him up close, I felt badly about my animosity toward him and his workers—they were hired by the owners and were only doing their jobs, just like me.

“Miss,” he said, “sorry to bother you.”

“Oh no, it’s really fine,” I said, putting on my most convincing smile, one, I realized, I hadn’t used in weeks.

“Well, wanted to let you know we’re done for today. Tore down the whole shed, and we’ll be back at it early tomorrow to start building. Should be done in a couple days. Didn’t know what to do with the stuff inside, though.” He gestured at two slack trash bags at the corner of the porch. “Property owners said they’d cleared it out. This yours?”

“Mine?”

“Sorry we had to put it in trash bags to carry down.”

“I’ve never been up to the shed,” I said. The shed had not been part of my routine. Katherine had said to avoid it. Now I felt stupid. Avoid did not mean completely ignore. I had over-obeyed. That I’d lived here for three weeks and never once examined the place torn down by these strange men felt like a major oversight. I should have been more aware of its presence, as a good house sitter would be.

“So it’s not yours? Happy to dump it, then.”

“No,” I said, a bit too abruptly. I was looking at the bags, confused, curious, defensive. “Maybe it’s stuff the owners want to keep.”

“I dunno,” the man said. “Looked like a bunch of junk to me.” 

One of the crew members honked the horn of the truck.

The man turned around and flipped him off. “Shut up! Can’t you see I’m talking to the lady!” The other men yelled back words about being hungry, needing to go home, hurry up.

“You can go,” I said.

“Apologies for my dumbass crew.” He looked at the trash bags again. “You sure you don’t want me to take it? It’s no problem. We’ve got space in the truck.”

“No, leave it. I’ll take a look and send a note to the owners. You can always take it tomorrow if it’s trash.”

He nodded slowly but didn’t turn to leave. He looked as though he wanted to say more.

“Is there anything else?”

“I mean.” He paused, then said quietly, “You out here all alone? Doesn’t seem like the safest place for a young lady to be alone.”

The hair on my arms raised. A sign. I felt my face flush, my heart start to beat faster. I looked behind me, toward the safety of the house.

“Oh,” he said, appearing genuinely embarrassed. “I don’t mean anything by that.” He scratched at one of his elbows. We both stood there uncomfortably. I waited. “I just mean. Well, I wouldn’t want my own daughter out here on her own. But it looks like you’re doing just fine.”

“Okay,” I managed. “Thanks for your concern.”

“All right, miss,” he said. “I’m sorry to bother you. See you tomorrow.”

As soon as he turned to leave, I went back inside and dead-bolted the door, then stood at the front window, watching the truck go down the driveway, taking the loud men away. I didn’t move until they were completely out of sight, then waited another few minutes. I couldn’t say what about the man’s comment disturbed me, other than it had. It was instinctual, and I felt that my instincts had grown stronger in the house. When I was certain the men weren’t coming back, I went out to the porch to examine the contents of the trash bags.

In the first were several dirty rags, an old blanket, a baseball cap with the banana-slug logo of a nearby college, three balled-up pairs of socks, and two large, very dusty beach towels. In the second were about a dozen old notebooks, aged, some bulging with water damage, smelling of mildew, others with torn covers, worn edges, of various sizes and styles. There was also an old handheld radio and a plastic shopping bag containing dozens of pencils and pens with business names printed along their casings. I flipped through a few of the notebooks. They were mostly sketches of plants and trees and animals. Some pages had abstract shapes. Then there was one notebook filled with such indecipherable handwriting, it could have been another language. There was, however, something familiar in some of the drawings. I looked closer at the line work, the curves, the proportions, the shading, the organization of items on the page, and it occurred to me that these looked as though they had been drawn by the same person who had made my favorite painting in the house. They were a bit more elementary, a little less developed, either because they were quickly dashed off or because they were simply done earlier in the artist’s journey. It felt like looking at childhood photos of someone close to you and recognizing the features in the child’s face that would eventually become the person you knew. I felt a great sense of relief. These must be some of Katherine’s old notebooks, stored away and forgotten in the shed. 

I left the first trash bag outside, since the items did truly look like old junk, as the construction worker had said. The notebooks, I carried inside and stacked on the bench by the front door. I took a photo of the stack and sent it to Katherine, whom I had been texting photos of Georgia since their departure. The construction crew found your notebooks in the shed. Would you like to keep them? It was the middle of the night in Portugal, so I didn’t expect Katherine to respond until the next day.

In the morning, I checked my phone and saw Katherine’s text: They aren’t mine. Everything in the shed is old garbage. Please toss.

I reread it a few times.

If these were not her notebooks, then whose were they? Did they not belong to the same person who had painted the disembodied limbs? I had felt sure about it the night before. I still felt sure. I tried to put the pieces together. I had been wrong to assume the notebooks were Katherine’s. I wanted to ask her about the artist of the limbs painting, to tell her that these notebooks clearly belonged to the painting’s artist. But I knew that the question, my hunch, my instinct, which was now clouded in doubt, would be evidence of not only my inability to follow directions but also my invasion of privacy, since I had opened the notebooks, which I knew, at the very least, did not belong to me. I was not meant to bother the owners. I was meant to take care of their home and dog so they could enjoy their vacation.

By then, I could hear the construction crew outside. I was a half hour behind my usual schedule. Georgia was next to the bed whining for food. When she inhaled her breakfast, I felt the day click back into place. Who cared about the notebooks? I would throw them out, as I’d been asked to do. I would enjoy the last days in the house. I let my body relax back into the job of accomplishing my tasks. Georgia walked to the front door, and I opened it for her. She was her usual sweet self. The hills outside the home displayed their usual calm beauty. The construction crew was loudly at work up the hill, but I saw that they’d taken the garbage bag I’d left out, along with the plastic bag of pencils and pens and the portable radio, so I didn’t resent their noise as much. Again, I enjoyed the view, the feeling of the home’s majesty.

Then I saw it.

In the far corner of the porch, a smooth rock resting atop what looked like a piece of paper. It was out of place. It didn’t belong. As I approached the rock, my earlier panic returned. I took the piece of paper from under the rock and saw on it what was clearly a quick sketch, but no less recognizable in style, the line work natural and elegant. The back of my neck and palms had gone clammy, and the piece of paper was vibrating in my shaking hands. It was a drawing of the stack of notebooks and, beside it, a question mark.

IV

I held the sketch up next to the notebooks I’d left on the bench by the door. However simple, it was a clear replica. The number of notebooks, their thicknesses and sizes, the variations in cover qualities—it matched perfectly, as though the artist had done a quick still life. I went back outside on the porch, stood on my tippy-toes, and peered through the door’s windowpanes. Yes, the stack was visible.

I went to look for Georgia and could not find her in any of her usual spots (deck, dirt, deck, dirt). I called her name several times. No response. I began to panic that the dog was gone, disappeared, taken by some force. I called her name several more times. I could hear the fear in my voice. It sounded like a voice from the past, not a voice meant for this house.

“She’s been up there with us.” One of the construction workers. He was standing there next to the porta potty and pointing up the hill.

“She is?” The thought of Georgia being up the hill hadn’t occurred to me. She had never gone there on her own.

“Super-sweet dog,” he said. “Sitting there watching us build the new shed. You need her to come down?”

“Oh, no,” I said as calmly as possible. I realized I was still in my pajamas and felt deeply embarrassed and exposed. I wasn’t sure how much of my screaming the man had heard. “She’ll come down on her own.”

“Gotcha.” The man was about to enter the porta potty.

“Wait,” I said. “Did you take that trash on the porch?”

“I don’t think so,” he said, unfazed. “But happy to take whatever you need us to.”

I walked back into the house feeling sick. My stomach ached and my lower back pulsed. Inside, the living room was too bright with daylight, so I went back into the guest room, closed the blinds, and got back into bed. There was a slight ringing in my ears. I shut my eyes to calm myself.

The question mark haunted me. It was obvious to me that whoever owned these notebooks wanted them back. What I didn’t understand was why I had them at all and how I could possibly give them back at this point. Was this the question the notebook’s owner was asking me? Why do you have my notebooks? What do you want with them? I had similar questions and many more. Nobody had knocked or rung the doorbell. Just the note. Not even Georgia had barked to alert me to anyone’s presence. Could it be an invitation—Do you want to know more about my notebooks, about me? I didn’t know how to respond. I considered calling the owners, but I was not sure what to say.

Hours passed like this. I tried to fall asleep, to relieve myself a bit, but I could hear the pounding of my own heart inside my ears. I had been momentarily frightened in the weeks earlier, when the dog would hear a call in the woods at night and bark in return, staring out the glass doors, her tail raised in high alert. I would wonder what lurked in the darkness. But the feeling would always pass, the warm glow of the house’s lights enveloping me back to safety.

Now the house’s walls felt thinner. I had closed and locked all the windows again, out of that same instinctual fear. I heard the construction man’s words, You out here all alone? The doors were dead-bolted and the handles locked in place. I had even closed the blinds for the first time since my arrival. The house’s vulnerabilities became my own. With each strange noise, I woke from my unsettled half sleep, my skin prickling, my chest heavy with an invisible pressure. I had no rational thoughts as I clenched the duvet tightly around my body, coiling in on myself, besides this one: the house could no longer protect me.

I drifted between sleep and half sleep, often unsure if I was dreaming, imagining, or experiencing. In one moment, the limbs of the painting danced happily around me. In another, a figure sat at the end of the bed and spoke in a soft unknown language. And in another, I could hear the men talking outside my window about all the rich assholes in the hills.

Eventually, there was silence.

The construction crew had left. I got up to check on Georgia. When I opened the front door, she wasn’t there like she usually was, eager for dinner. I checked around the house and found her sniffing at bushes near the start of the backyard trail. I called for her to come, but she didn’t listen. As I pulled her back inside, I stepped on something that cracked beneath my slipper. I knelt to pick it up and ran back into the house with the dog, locking the door behind me. In my hand was a pen with the name of the local market where I got my daily lunch sausages. I threw the pen beside the stack of notebooks.

Then Georgia was vomiting. On one of the living room’s pristine white rugs.

I moved quickly—crouching next to the vomit. A pool of brown liquid. Flecks of an unnatural green. I dabbed at it with paper towels, frantic, spraying with cleaner, dabbing more. It smelled of sour earth and rot. It seeped through the paper towels, warm against my fingers. For the first time, I felt mean toward Georgia, jealous even. She stood beside me, wagging her tail, apparently feeling better after having expelled whatever was inside her. She was so stupid and ignorant. That’s what it took to be happy. There I was, on my knees, cleaning up the mess, and doing a terrible job of it. On the rug, her vomit left an ugly stain that wouldn’t come out.

Despite having spent most of the day in bed, I was overwhelmed with tiredness. Georgia licked my feet, reminding me of her dinner. I had enough energy to remember my one simple task of keeping her alive.

The notebooks, though—they did not belong in the house, they were not part of my job as a house sitter. I had only two more days there, and I had to do something. I was in a trance. I had again tried very hard to do a good job and look where it had gotten me. I stepped into the only explicitly off-limits space of the house, Katherine’s painting studio. I needed to look for anything that might indicate the artist’s identity. I opened several boxes carefully—but perhaps not as carefully as I had treated the house’s items in the earlier days—taking out manila folders and old paints and sketchbooks, then returning them to their spots after they revealed nothing. I quickly realized that none of Katherine’s art was on the home’s walls. That she, in fact, did very little painting. Her sketchbooks were mostly empty, with only a page or two of notes or paint splotches on them. Her boxes contained personal files, bank statements (printed with such large and long numbers I had to look away), menus, family photos, old receipts and checks. I wondered if this was why Katherine had wanted me out of the studio—in seeing its contents, the mask of who she was and what she represented fell away. She, like the house, no longer held the same power over me.

Finally, I found a folder labeled “Art Collecting,” which included a handwritten list on a piece of thick paper, with the header “Paintings at Home.” It was a long list that had been edited multiple times over, some line items crossed out, others added, others with additional annotations. I looked for a title that might describe the limbs painting. There was one called Prepare Me for the Apocalypse by a person named Jean X. Hisock, but that seemed more in line with the painting of a figure looking into a darkened city. There were several plausible ones: Anomalies and Distorted Reality and An Accident. Then I saw a line about two thirds down the list: Unknown by unknown. I knew it must be the painting. There was a note alongside it, Came with the house. By then, I could hear Georgia snoring on the couch. I left the mess in Katherine’s studio and went to retrieve the stack of notebooks from the bench. In them, I might find some sort of answer. 

I sat beside Georgia on the couch. She was my only comfort. The noises the house made as it settled, contracted, and shifted in the cool night—those creaks and pops, like it was cracking its knuckles—sounded louder and more threatening than before. I placed my feet beside the dog’s warm body and began opening the notebooks. There were eleven of them, to be exact. The older ones looked a bit more professional than the newer ones, either sketchbooks specifically for drawing or ones with leather-like covers and thick pages, however dry and brittle. The newer ones—I only guessed, because they were less worn—included a lined composition notebook, a small unlined reporter’s notebook, and another with a black cloth cover. I flipped through each of them, not sure what I was looking for and growing increasingly invested as I examined the images.

Like the limbs painting, they had both a disorienting and calming effect. Something in them felt familiar, like I had experienced them before. There was a fairly developed image of a lizard, drawn in a way that was both very real yet obscure—it was not a true-to-life drawing of a lizard but a lizard that evoked the lizards in the yard, their total lack of awareness. There were more sketches from the house’s yard—the bees, the fruit trees, the lavender. In an older notebook, there was the view from the deck, slightly warped, like it existed in its own dimension, separate from reality. It was as though the artist had captured pieces of my own existence and was showing them back to me, and yet I knew that couldn’t be true.

I opened the newest notebook, with the black cover. It had thicker-stock paper and included color drawings, unlike most of the others. On the first few pages were those disembodied body parts, much like the painting, in a variety of colors—blues, purples, pinks, greens, browns. Then there was a drawing of the house from the front, the arched door, the arched windows, the brown Spanish tile roof, the porch . . . but around the bottom, the house seemed to spill out a soft blue color, like it was melting or crying. I stared at this drawing for a while before turning the page. The old shed. I had only ever seen it from a distance, but there it was up close, worn and fragile and gorgeous, made of browns and greens that looked supernatural in their saturation. The drawing was off-kilter, as though the shed was about to tip off the page. I turned the page again. There, a figure lying on their stomach in some kind of empty space. The angle was as though you were looking at the body while standing behind them. Only the back of the body was visible, the feet slightly larger in proportion, to indicate a closeness to the viewer. And along the figure’s outline, there was a sort of blurring, a
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