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The Briars

         
         
            1989

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            One

         
         On the first weekend in September, Arthur Oakes drove west to see his mother in the House of Correction. It was a trip of
            more than two hundred miles, across the southern half of Maine, the chimney pipe of New Hampshire, and into Vermont, and it
            ended, as it always did, in a line of cars waiting to pass through a twelve-foot-high gate topped with barbed wire.
         

         
         Arthur always thought the House of Correction looked like a high school: a three-story block of sandstone brick, with narrow
            slots for windows. He slowed to a stop behind a Ford Ranchero disgorging oily black smoke from the exhaust pipe. A bumper
            sticker read: no free rides—gas, grass, or ass. There was a bumper sticker a man could respect. Arthur’s VW had been his mother’s ride before it was his, and the Rabbit
            had bumper stickers too . . . a lot of them. His mother hadn’t let a square inch of the rear end go to waste. One said are you following jesus this close? Another showed a picture of Gandhi and said an eye for an eye makes the whole world blind. They should’ve locked her up for crimes against her own car. It grated on him, parking his inherited Christmobile in a lot
            full of vehicles that had probably seen action as getaway cars.
         

         
         If the exterior of the Black Cricket Women’s House of Correction looked like a big public high school, the lobby resembled
            a cramped ER waiting room. Fluorescent lights buzzed and cast a dispiriting, impoverished glow. A TV set played daytime talk.
         

         
         A guard, a heavyset woman with a butch haircut, piloted a rolling office chair behind a scratched, dirty window. Arthur joined the queue, behind a couple in their mid-twenties and a teenage girl. The guy wore black jeans, tight to his stovepipe legs, a sleeveless black Harley tee, and a do-rag. His lady leaned against him, a woman with hard, bony features that she had tried to soften with blusher and bubblegum-pink lipstick. The teenager stood close by, head down, face hidden behind her own unwashed yellow hair. She had on a Guns N’ Roses tee that was too small for her, exposing her midriff. Her acid-washed jeans sagged to reveal the top of her shiny black thong. Arthur looked away, felt somehow it was indecent to have noticed. 

         
         “She can’t go in there wearing that shirt,” said the officer behind the window. She pointed at the teenager.

         
         The girl craned her neck to peer down at her GN’R shirt, as if to hunt for an offensive stain, and Arthur realized, with a
            jolt, that he knew her . . . not by name but by profession. She delivered pizzas for Shut-Up-And-Eat-It Pizza in Podomaquassy—and
            marijuana or ’shrooms as well, if you knew what to order, and Arthur’s roommate, Donovan McBride, did. She turned up at their
            off-campus student housing once or twice a month to bring Van a sausage pie and a baggie of green. Arthur figured she hooked
            half the campus up with weed and indigestion.
         

         
         “What’s wrong with it?” the pizza girl asked.

         
         “No references to firearms. Cover it up or take it off.”

         
         “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” the older sister asked. She put the pizza girl in a headlock and squeezed one breast. “Get
            an eyeful of Tana’s melons.” Tana shrieked and twisted free.
         

         
         The guard let her bored gaze drift away. “The rules are right there on the wall.”

         
         Tana rubbed her breast and said, “It’s a concert shirt.”

         
         “I see a pair of crossed pistols. Garments displaying drugs, weapons, or obscenities are not allowed in the House of Correction.
            Volpe, Nighswander, you’re cleared to enter. Your sister will have to stay here.” The guard tipped her head toward the double
            doors on the left.
         

         
         “My sis is coming with us, lez,” said the older sister.

         
         “What’s that?” asked the officer. She cocked her head, turning her ear to the glass. Arthur thought it possible she genuinely hadn’t heard. 

         
         “Jayne,” Tana said, “I’ll wait in the truck. Whatever. You and Ronnie can talk to Mom. You don’t need—”

         
         “Don’t start tellin’ me what I need. You’re the whole reason we’re here,” Jayne Nighswander said. She turned her attention
            back to the officer. “I hadda get up at six in the goddamn morning to drive Tana here so she could explain her latest fuck-up
            to our mother. And you’re gonna make her sit in the truck because you don’t like her shirt?”
         

         
         The officer stood. One hand fell to the baton on her belt.

         
         “You want to spend time with your mother,” she said, “keep running your mouth. We might be able to arrange a cell right next
            to her.”
         

         
         “Six in the mornin’,” Jayne went on. “Three-hour drive and I gotta knock heads with a fascist dy—”

         
         “She can have my hoodie,” Arthur spoke over her before she could say dyke and get her pointy, narrow head knocked in.
         

         
         It was the girl, Tana, who impelled him to pipe up. She had shut her eyes, lowered her chin to her chest, and hunched her
            shoulders like a kid listening to Mom and Dad fight. In that moment, she looked not nineteen, but a terrorized nine, and Arthur
            couldn’t bear it.
         

         
         Jayne Nighswander looked Arthur over. Arthur couldn’t quite track the emotions that flickered through her pale blue eyes.
            He saw something like curiosity, an instant of cold reptilian calculation, and finally, a gleam of amusement.
         

         
         The ugly color began to drain from the security guard’s face and she settled back into her chair. “As long as I don’t see
            guns, I don’t see a problem.”
         

         
         Arthur wriggled out of his hoodie and slipped it off. It had belonged to his mother and he still sometimes imagined it smelled
            of her, the smell of the chapel: old hymnals and pine pews. On the back was an outline of Africa with Steve Biko’s face peering
            out from within.
         

         
         Tana Nighswander didn’t thank him. She kept her head down as she pulled it on, never even looked at him. The boyfriend, Ronnie Volpe, admired the back of the sweatshirt and then said, in a hoarse, smoker’s voice, “Eddie Murphy! I love that absurd motherfucker.” 

         
         The security officer jerked a thumb at the door. “Go on. Next.”

         
         As the three of them moved away, Jayne Nighswander looked back at him and flashed a wolfish grin. “That was damn big of you,
            bud. We’ll have to pay you back someday.” She ushered Volpe and her sister through the doors and out of sight.
         

         
         The guard behind the Plexiglas window was shaking her head, her jaw tight.

         
         “I’m here to see my mother, Dr. Erin Oakes,” Arthur said.

         
         “Yeah, I know who you’re here to see. The holy mother.” She pushed a clipboard at him. “Sign here, dumbass.” She muttered
            this last bit to herself, but Arthur caught it all the same, and then wondered if he had misheard.
         

         
         “What?”

         
         “Why’d you do that?” she asked him. She sounded genuinely aggrieved. “Why’n’t you mind your own business?”

         
         “Oh,” Arthur said, “I don’t know. Just trying to help. It’s what my mother would’ve done.”

         
         “Buddy,” said the security guard, “if your mother made such great choices, do you think she’d be in here?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         The family room held half a dozen stainless steel tables bolted to a sticky tile floor. Arthur took his usual seat, only peripherally
            aware of the Nighswanders at the next table over. His mother was one of the first inmates through the door, limber and easy
            in her prison blues, her hair clipped short.
         

         
         Erin Oakes dropped into the seat across from him, kissed the tip of her pointer finger, and touched it to his. Physical contact
            wasn’t allowed in the family room, but if any of the guards saw, they declined to object. Erin and Arthur sat across from
            each other, the slender white woman serving seven for manslaughter, and her son, the long-limbed and gangly Black kid finishing
            up a four-year stretch himself in the one of the whitest colleges on the East Coast—where he was on the dean’s list every
            semester, in case anyone had any questions about his right to be there.
         

         
         “I missed you all summer long,” she said. “How was Old Blighty?”

         
         “It’s the only country in the world where they think Spam is one of the five major food groups,” Arthur said.

         
         Arthur spent his summers in the UK, with his paternal grandparents, who were Windrush generation, shipped over from Jamaica
            in the 1950s to rebuild what the Krauts had bombed into rubble. Arthur’s father was there too, in Kent. He had the newest
            marble monument in a graveyard full of mossy, tilting, four-hundred-year-old headstones.
         

         
         “Do anything fun?”

         
         “I spent an afternoon in the British Library looking at illustrated manuscripts. I think I’m going to write about them in
            my ‘Book as Object’ class this semester.”
         

         
         “I was hoping you screwed a red-headed Scottish barmaid out of her plaid socks and got arrested protesting Margaret Thatcher’s criminal incompetence. Maybe you’ll get around to busty barmaids when you’re into Magdalen.” 

         
         “If I get into Magdalen,” he said. He shrank from even talking about it, the school where his father had earned his master’s
            in English literature. As a teenager, Arthur had done his homework under a framed poster of C. S. Lewis and had experimented
            with wearing tweed. Dark days. “And I’m not going if you’re still in here.”
         

         
         “February,” she said.

         
         “February,” he repeated—the date of her first parole hearing. In February she would know about early release, and not long
            after he would know if Oxford wanted him or not.
         

         
         “What about your summer? Shank anyone in the prison yard?” Arthur asked.

         
         “No, but I did start a book club! We voted on our first book yesterday.”

         
         “Oh yeah? What was the winner? How to Win Friends and Influence Your Parole Board? How to Escape in Ten Easy Lessons?”
         

         
         “I suggested Capitalist Patriarchy and the Case for Socialist Feminism—”
         

         
         “Bet that racked up the votes.”

         
         “—but I was shot down in favor of Jackie Collins. Hollywood Wives. Which is fine. I can work with that. It’s still an opportunity to talk about the way the culture strips women of their personhood.
            It’s right there in the title—women defined by their marriages instead of their ideas.”
         

         
         “You think that’s why they want to read Jackie Collins?”

         
         “Naw. They want to read it ’cause it’s the smuttiest book in the prison library.” She lowered her voice to a mock whisper.
            “There’s three copies going around and they all smell like countach.”
         

         
         “Shit,” Arthur said. “That reminds me, though. I had my picture in the paper. They did a profile on some of the rare books in the school library and they quoted me.” In his final year at Rackham College, Arthur had been made the senior student librarian and tasked with making a digital inventory of the books in the rare collection—copying them to big floppy disks in the library’s new computer. It was the card catalog of the future and a good reason for The Podomaquassy Record to do a fluff piece about the most peculiar items held in the special collection: a letter from Walt Whitman, an early typed
            draft of Our Town, and, of course, the Enoch Crane journal. No way anyone was going to do an article about the Special Collection at Rackham
            College without talking about Enoch Crane.
         

         
         Arthur sat up and patted his pockets—then sat back down. “Shit,” he said again. “I musta left it in the car.”

         
         “I just think it’s great one of us got in the paper and it wasn’t in the police blotter,” she said. “I’m so proud of my little
            boy.”
         

         
         Someone cleared their throat. Arthur looked back and saw Jayne Nighswander standing behind him, her sister at her side. Jayne
            had a hand on the nape of Tana’s neck in what was either a gesture of comfort or a way to keep her pinned.
         

         
         “’Scuse me. Dr. Oakes, isn’t it? Am I correct in saying you are a sort of political prisoner here? You were convicted for your convictions, so to speak.” She laughed at this fine bit of wordplay.
         

         
         “I was convicted for trespassing and damaging federal property.”

         
         “And manslaughter.”

         
         Erin shifted her gaze from Jayne to Tana and back. Tana’s face was once again hidden behind her lank strands of hair. Ronnie
            Volpe and Tana’s mother watched from the next table over. The eldest Nighswander was a tiny woman with lean, haggard features
            and hair that was some colorless hue between blond and gray.
         

         
         “A man died, yes,” Erin said. “Although we came unarmed, and in a spirit of nonviolence, there was an accident. A security
            guard lost control of his weapon and was shot.”
         

         
         “And you stuck around?”

         
         “To put pressure on the wound.”

         
         “And he died anyway, huh? You ever think you woulda been better off if you just legged it?”

         
         “Sometimes. But then I would’ve been in a different kind of prison. A mental one.”

         
         Jayne wagged a finger at her. “Uh-huh. Now we’re getting to it. You didn’t mean for anyone to die. But you made a choice to break into federal property and someone did.” 

         
         “Sorry,” Arthur said. “But if it’s all right with you, my mom and I are trying to have a quiet visit.”

         
         Jayne paid him no mind. She went on, “You were a priest of some kind, weren’tcha? Or was you a professor?”

         
         “I taught practical ethics and theology at Dartmouth. I’m also a pastor with the Episcopalian Church.”

         
         “They don’t defrock you for manslaughter?”

         
         “They haven’t got around to it yet.” Arthur’s mother narrowed her eyes and tried a smile on Tana. “Are you all right, honey?
            I love your Biko sweatshirt. I have one just like it.”
         

         
         “That is your sweatshirt,” Arthur said, but it was like he was talking to himself; no one even glanced at him.
         

         
         “She’s fine,” Jayne said. “So you’ve done enough ethical professorin’ to help us puzzle something out. You set out to do a
            good thing, only there’s a freak accident in the process of breakin’ and enterin’ and some poor fella eats it. You didn’t
            want it. But you’re responsible for it, all the same.”
         

         
         “I think that’s true. When you choose a course of action, you accept the consequences—those you intended and those you didn’t.”

         
         “There you go,” Jayne said, lowering her head to look into Tana’s face. “See? Voice of educated reason, right there.”

         
         Tana lifted her chin and glared at Erin with wet, reddened eyes.

         
         “Screw this,” she said. “Screw her and screw you. I’m going to the car.”

         
         She twitched out of her sister’s grip and started toward the exit. Her path took her past her mother, and as she walked by,
            the elder Nighswander kicked Tana behind her left knee.
         

         
         Her leg folded and Tana dropped behind the table. There was a guard a few yards away, but he was staring at the TV hanging
            from a bracket in one corner of the room.
         

         
         “You burned up my shit, you fuckin’ flake,” Tana’s mother yelled, rising from her chair. “An’ Imma have it back, every cent. I don’t care if Jayne gotta rent you out to hobos for ten bucks a pop.” She had a paper cup of coffee in one hand and she threw it at her daughter’s head. “Drink up, you thirsty bitch.” 

         
         Arthur didn’t remember coming to his feet. He was, simply, suddenly, between them. It was the kind of leap in time one often
            made in dreams, but it was the first time he could ever recall it happening in waking life.
         

         
         He had his back to Tana’s mother, to help Tana off the floor. He sensed Mama Nighswander rising from her chair, and he held
            one hand out behind him, palm raised, like an officer trying to stop traffic. He meant no harm by it. He reached with his
            other hand to take Tana by the elbow.
         

         
         “Fuck off me,” Tana hissed, and pushed him away.

         
         The sudden motion rocked him backward, off balance, and he slammed the heel of his extended hand into Mama Nighswander’s face.
            The impact snapped the older woman’s head back. Her calves struck the chair behind her and she toppled. The chairs were bolted
            to the floor, same as the table, and had no give. She crashed across it and went sprawling.
         

         
         “My node!” she cried, blood spouting from her small, hard, bony nose . . . a nose that looked suddenly, disturbingly crooked.
            “You mudderfugger!”
         

         
         The elder Nighswander sprang to her feet and lunged, but before she could get her hands on Arthur’s neck, a prison guard caught
            her in both arms and lifted her right off the floor. Jayne shouldered Arthur aside, sinking her fingers into Tana’s upper
            arm. Jayne turned a furious glare upon Arthur. “The fuck you think you’re doing, sticking your oar in?”
         

         
         The guard was retreating with Mama Nighswander in his arms while she kicked her legs helplessly in the air. Two more prison
            guards smacked through the doors at the back of the room. One of them caught Mama Nighswander by the thrashing feet, and then
            they were carrying her out like a pair of movers with a rolled-up rug. The third guard unsheathed a nightstick and began to
            strike it against an iron radiator.
         

         
         “Inmates, line up against the far wall! Do it now! Visiting’s over. Visitors, move to the exits.”

         
         Mama Nighswander writhed and arced her hips, bucking in the arms of her captors. She howled—a scream of fury that was cut
            off as they carried her out. Arthur’s own mother moved slowly toward the far wall with the other inmates. She kissed her fingertip
            and pointed at him, smiling with a kind of tired resignation.
         

         
         Jayne Nighswander was cursing and marching her sister across the room. Ronnie tossed Arthur a wink before he followed them
            out. “You got some touch with the ladies, pardner. At my absolute best, I never pissed off more’n two at a time. I think you
            just collected the whole set.”
         

         
         Arthur was another forty minutes in the waiting room, filling out an incident report. He looked for the Nighswanders when
            he left, with a touch of anxiety, but they were long gone.
         

         
         He was halfway home before he realized Tana Nighswander still had his Biko hoodie. And as for the article he had wanted to
            show his mother, the one about the Brooks Library at school, it was a week before he had cause to think of it again.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three

         
         Van McBride was surrounded.

         
         Arthur went looking for him in Arundel Hall and found him at one of the cafeteria tables, sitting across from Donna McBride
            and Allie Shiner . . . a girl so beautiful, Arthur believed it was unsafe to look at her directly. People suddenly got clumsy
            around Allie—Arthur had seen it happen. It happened to Van all the time. Once, Van had glanced at Allie before trying to leave
            a room, missed the door, smashed into the doorframe headfirst, and had to go to the student infirmary for a cold compress.
         

         
         Donna wasn’t too shabby herself, though Arthur couldn’t imagine making out with her. She looked too much like Van. She was
            three minutes older than her twin brother and could easily be mistaken for him in low light. Only last spring, one of Donna’s
            boyfriends had sat down next to Van in the gloom of the student union and slipped a hand onto his thigh before realizing he
            was fondling the wrong McBride. “Carry on, son,” Van told him. “This is the most action I’ve had in months.”
         

         
         Perhaps a dozen undergrads were gathered around Allie and the McBride twins. Donna had half a deck of cards in front of her
            and Van had the other half, like they were playing a game of War. Arthur watched as Donna lifted the top card from her deck
            and peered down at it, keeping it hidden from her brother. They locked eyes.
         

         
         “Three of spades,” Van said.

         
         Donna flipped the card onto the table, face up, so everyone could see the three of spades. There were whoops and yells of
            satisfaction.
         

         
         Van lifted a card off his own deck and gave it a cursory look.

         
         “Black. It’s black,” Donna said. “I’m picturing a cruel son of a bitch, someone used to being served. A king? The king of clubs?” 

         
         “Oh, listen to this baloney,” said Allie.

         
         Van dumped the king of clubs face up on the table.

         
         Donna hardly glanced at her next card before Van shook his head and muttered, “Four of diamonds.”

         
         Donna tossed it in the air. A pimply freshman caught it and showed the other onlookers: four of diamonds.

         
         “Can you read my mind?” asked the student on Arthur’s left. Arthur looked around and saw he was standing next to a fellow senior, name of
            Colin Wren. Colin slid a card off Van’s deck and looked at it.
         

         
         “No. It only works with Van. It’s a twin thing.”

         
         “Now you gonna tell them how we’ve been twins before,” Van drawled.

         
         Donna nodded. “That’s right.”

         
         “Before?” Someone in the audience cackled. “Before what?”

         
         “Before this life. We were siblings in Salem. They killed us because we loved the devil.” Donna reported this as a matter
            of simple fact.
         

         
         “Ugh,” groaned a girl at one corner of the table. “So creepy. People act like the devil’s some big joke. They don’t ever think it could happen to them.”
         

         
         “Don’t ever think what could happen to them?” asked Colin.
         

         
         “Damnation,” the girl said. She plucked at a gold cross around her neck. “They think the devil is just a story. But there’s
            a preschool in California where the teachers made all the kids have sex with each other and then stab a goat. Satan is coming
            back in a big way.”
         

         
         Van said, “So are bell-bottoms. Just goes to show, no great evil is ever truly laid to rest.”

         
         The girl wrinkled her nose, shook her head, and took off.

         
         “You’ve got a lot going on,” Colin said. “Twin telepathy and reincarnation, with a sprig of Satan worship to add flavor. I
            like it.”
         

         
         Colin had the angular build of a coffin, broad shoulders and narrow hips. His bald scalp gleamed beneath the dining hall’s chandeliers. Arthur had seen Colin at school fundraisers, in the company of his grandfather, a professor emeritus in psychology, a bright-eyed old man who wore bow ties and was never without a pocket square in his double-breasted coat. Colin lived with his grandfather on a vast estate just off campus, called The Briars, on the headland. Arthur found Colin vaguely intimidating, more like a professor himself than a student. 

         
         “How long have you been able to read each other’s minds?” Colin asked.

         
         “Since we were little,” Donna said. “We had our own language too. Do you remember, Van? Di biyah?”

         
         “Di kisa? Manjay mwen,” Van replied.

         
         Arthur looked away. Maybe that sounded like a secret twin language to everyone else, but it sounded like a Louisiana Creole
            to him, and the McBrides were from Pensacola.
         

         
         Colin said, “I love this stuff. I have a lot of theories. Have you ever seen Zener cards? My grandfather has a deck.”
         

         
         “What’s a Zener deck?” Donna asked.

         
         “It’s a way to test for the presence of psychic potential. You should come by my place sometime. I’d be interested to measure
            the full extent of your power under controlled conditions.”
         

         
         “Can I come?” Arthur asked. “I’d like to see you measure the full extent of Van’s power.”

         
         “It’s already been measured,” Van said. “Tenth grade, me ’n’ the boys passed a ruler around the locker room. Seven lousy inches.
            Proof there may be a devil—but there sure isn’t a God.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Four

         
         In their third year at Rackham College, Arthur and Van had moved off campus and into a Colonial Revival, half a mile from
            school. At some point in the seventies the house had been painted an unnatural shade of aqua green that looked like it should
            glow in the dark and had been divided into a pair of student apartments, one unit upstairs, one down. Three girls had the
            place above them. Early in the semester the girls had partied hard, blasting Frankie Goes to Hollywood loud enough to shake
            the windows, jumping off the furniture while they screamed along. But by late September, the upstairs apartment exuded an
            air of exhaustion and abandonment. One of the girls had tumbled out of a window at a campus rave, broken her back, and been
            sent home. Another was dating a boy attending the University of Maine and was never around anymore. The third was majoring
            in marine biology and spent three days of every four on a boat. Van said he missed them, that it was nice having loud, happy,
            probably horny girls nearby; it stimulated the imagination and cheered the heart.
         

         
         Arthur didn’t mind the new stillness, though, and when the phone rang he was taking advantage of the quiet to solve some riddles
            in Old English. He loved it, had always loved it, the way an ancient word felt in the brain, in the mouth. Heartache was an okay word but bitre breostcaere—bitter breast-care—caught at something else, something more deeply felt, from a time when people lived in their bodies, not
            in their heads. Sometimes, when he had been reading Old English for a while, he found himself thinking in it. He might’ve been a Dorset monk copying out a manuscript before vespers.
         

         
         He reached for the phone, mounted on the wall above the kitchen table, and answered on the second ring. A girl with a stiff
            Yankee accent spoke without preamble. “You want this hoodie back?”
         

         
         He needed a moment to figure out who he was talking to and what they were talking about. “Biko?”

         
         “I know who he is. Like from the Peter Gabriel song. I’m not stupid just because I’m a townie.”

         
         “I never said—sorry. What’s your name again?”

         
         “Tana Nighswander. You know where to find Shut-Up-And-Eat-It? It’s on the corner of McDonald and Lang. Come by around seven,
            when I finish my shift. You can grab it then.”
         

         
         “I guess I can do that.”

         
         “You guess,” she said, with an inexplicable contempt. “If you didn’t lend me your sweatshirt, I wouldn’t’a got in to see my
            mother. I can’t thank you enough. Tell you what, though. Dinner’s on me tonight.” She made it sound like a threat.
         

         
         Shut-Up-And-Eat-It was a mile away, in Gogan, the next town over, but the late afternoon was so pleasant—splendid was the word that came to mind—Arthur decided to leave the Christmobile in the driveway and walk it. Those last days of September
            lingered with one foot in summer and the other in autumn. In the early evening, the sunlight spilled across the face of the
            earth in a warm, golden haze. The leaves were splashed with streaks of autumnal color and the air was as crisp and sweet as
            a bite from a fresh-picked apple.
         

         
         Arthur found Shut-Up-And-Eat-It in a strip mall between a check-cashing place and a liquor store. He pushed through a Plexiglas
            door and into a long room, unromantically lit by fluorescent lights, pizzas turning on a stack of platters under heat lamps.
            Ms. Pac-Man squawked against one wall. Tana Nighswander was on the till.
         

         
         “Can I get a steak bomb, a large Coke, and a lightly worn Biko sweatshirt?” he asked.

         
         He thought it was a pretty smooth line—he had practiced it on the walk over—but she just stoically punched in his order. “I’m
            off in fifteen. Your hoodie’s in the car, out back. Grab it now if you want.”
         

         
         He hung out long enough to collect his sandwich—when he offered a ten-dollar bill she shook her head—then followed a dimly lit hallway into the back, past a bathroom and a dark storeroom. He punched through a fire door and into the gravel parking lot out back. 

         
         Arthur hadn’t figured on company and was surprised to see Ronnie and Tana’s older sister, Jayne, hanging out by a Ford Ranchero.
            Arthur recognized it at once from Black Cricket. no free rides—gas, grass, or ass. Ronnie had a cigarette between his lips and his head cocked back to blow smoke into the night. Jayne wore the Biko hoodie
            unzipped over a clinging white tank top. She sat on the hood with a sweating bottle of beer between her thighs.
         

         
         The two of them were passing Polaroids back and forth and it took a moment for them to acknowledge him.

         
         “Oh hey! It’s Arthur Oakes! How they hangin’?” Ronnie asked him.

         
         That surprised Arthur—he hadn’t given his full name to any of them. He still wasn’t sure how Tana had known who to call. He
            nodded at Jayne. “Nice sweatshirt.”
         

         
         “Yeah, it’s growing on me,” she said.

         
         Arthur didn’t care if it was growing on her. He was more worried about what might be growing on it.
         

         
         He knew they were waiting for him to ask what they were looking at and he didn’t feel like playing along. He didn’t feel like
            asking for the sweatshirt either. Asking for anything felt as if he would be placing himself at their mercy. His appetite
            had gone, but he unwrapped his sandwich and had a bite anyway.
         

         
         Jayne said, “Hey, man, wanna see a hot piece of ass? Check it out.”

         
         She frisbeed a Polaroid at him. He clapped it to his chest with one hand. His mouth was caked and dry, even before he looked
            at it.
         

         
         It was a poorly lit shot. He was looking at a woman’s round rear end in a pair of white cotton panties. Someone held the handle
            of a spoon into the frame, just barely poking one buttock with the tip. That end of the spoon had been scraped and burned
            to a blackened point. Arthur’s single bite of sandwich sat in his stomach, a gluey, indigestible lump of paste.
         

         
         “Your mom got a sweet little can, huh?” Jayne asked. “I know she’s a woman of the cloth, but you see a rump like that, hard not to dwell on sinful thoughts.” 

         
         He wanted to throw it back at her. Instead, he stood there, holding the photo and staring stupidly at Ronnie and Jayne.

         
         “Maybe you don’t think that’s really her. I guess I’d be worried about you if you could recognize your mom from a glance at
            her ass. Here. You can see her face in this one.”
         

         
         She set her bottle of Coors aside and slid off the hood to offer him another Polaroid. He took one corner of it. She held
            on to the other while he peered down at it.
         

         
         In this photograph, his mother was on her side, eyes shut, head crushed into her thin pillow. Someone’s hand extended into
            the shot, holding the spoon-handle shiv. The tip was directly below her right eyeball.
         

         
         Jayne snapped the Polaroid away from him. Arthur stared at her, feeling hot in the face, as if he had been slapped.

         
         Ronnie said, “Whoo! He angry now. Boy! Look at him.”

         
         “He ain’t angry. He gonna cry,” Jayne said. “That right, Artie? You gonna cry?”

         
         “You’re making a big fucking mistake,” he said, but the mistake was his, speaking at all. His voice came out in such a thin,
            strangled squeak that Jayne and Ronnie disintegrated into laughter. Jayne laughed so hard she lost her balance and had to
            steady herself against the hood of the Ranchero.
         

         
         She wiped her streaming eyes on the sleeve of his Biko sweatshirt. “Oh, Artie. That’s funny. That’s so funny.”
         

         
         “If your mother goes anywhere near my mom—” Arthur began, but Jayne cut him off.

         
         “No fear of that. My mother caught a month in solitary ’cause you had to pull your white knight act. She’s got lights shining
            on her twenty-four hours a day. She takes a shit, someone’s watching her through a camera.” Jayne gestured with the Polaroid.
            “This ain’t my mother with the knife. Daphne Nighswander hasn’t gone anywhere near your mom and doesn’t need to. See, unlike your mother, Daphne’s got friends. My mother isn’t a condescending college bitch, thinks she smarter than everyone else. My mother doesn’t start book clubs. She was doin’ her time and you made sure she can kiss her first shot at parole goodbye. But it’s all right! We ain’t the kind of people to hold a grudge. You know what my mother says? Every problem is an opportunity.” 

         
         “Hey,” Ronnie said. “You going to eat that?” He pointed at Arthur’s steak bomb.

         
         Arthur shook his head, afraid to speak, afraid he might start making Alvin and the Chipmunk noises again. Ronnie eased the
            cheesesteak out of his hands.
         

         
         “Deep breaths, Artie,” Jayne said. “No one’s hurt your mommy. She don’t know a thing about this and she don’t need to. But
            you want her to cruise through the rest of her days inside, you gotta work with us.”
         

         
         She pushed her hand into one pocket of the Biko hoodie and produced a folded sheet of newsprint. She unfolded it and narrowed
            her eyes to read.
         

         
         “‘The future comes to Rackham College,’” she read, and Arthur’s dread intensified into something like horror. She turned the
            sheet of newspaper around so he could see the photo that accompanied the piece. Mr. Meckfessel, the head librarian of the
            Brooks Library, had one hand on the monitor of their new IBM, patting it like it was the head of a small and obedient child.
            Several of the student librarians stood behind him, smiling for the camera. Arthur was the most prominent of them, waiting
            with arms crossed, chin lifted, hint of a smile, looking every inch the nerd in his Mister Rogers sweater. “Were you gonna
            show your momma how you got your face in the paper? That’s cute. Says here you’re the head student librarian. Says here you
            got access to what you call a special collection, because you’re doing an in-ven-tory, putting it all in a computer. Is it true they got a first edition of Huckleberry Finn in that room? How much is something like that worth, anyway?”
         

         
         “I don’t know,” Arthur said. His insides felt cramped and sick. “Probably not much. There’s a lot of them out there.”

         
         Jayne nodded, in a resigned sort of way, then stepped up, put her hand on his forehead, and shoved. His skull rapped against the bricks behind him. He dropped his bottle of Coke. It hit the ground and foamed. 

         
         “Try six grand, shit for brains,” Jayne said. “Don’t play games with me. I can get a crack addict to face-fuck your mother with a shiv while
            a guard keeps watch to make sure no one interrupts them. You want her to come home fucking blind?”
         

         
         “That’s a lie,” Arthur said, but his voice came out pitched barely above a whisper.

         
         “Which part don’t you believe? About the crack addict or about the guard? Who do you think handed me these Polaroids? There’s
            plenty of men in blue, happy to make a couple bucks on the side and watch some crazy bitches rip each other up. Prison guard
            pay is even worse than cop pay, and I got a couple cops in my employ too, bitch. There’s officers come in to Shut-Up-And-Eat-It
            for a slice of pizza, a large Coke, and two hundred bucks under the table so we can run weed and PCP through this place.”
         

         
         The rear door to Shut-Up-And-Eat-It swung open, and Tana came out. She cast a disinterested look at Arthur as she went by.

         
         “My shift’s done,” she said. “Can we go? I got shit to do.”

         
         Jayne caught her by one arm and whirled her around to face Arthur. “Soon.”

         
         Tana didn’t look at Arthur, but Jayne held her arm and kept her standing there. “Hey, Artie, I get you’re angry. You want
            to wallop someone, you can give my sis a few lumps. If it wasn’t for her, we wouldn’t bother you. This twerp here saw police
            pulling up in front a the house four weeks ago—state police, not our friendly local guys—and jammed sixty grand of rocket
            fuel into the woodstove.”
         

         
         “Rocket fuel?” Arthur asked. Arthur could read Old English, Welsh, and some Irish, but Jayne was speaking a language he didn’t
            know.
         

         
         “Angel dust. PCP. Sixty grand at least. Might’ve been able to stretch it to three times that once it was cut. Our momma was pretty steamed, I’ll tell you.” Jayne
            peered down at the article Arthur had clipped from The Podomaquassy Record. “What about a letter from Walter Whitman? He famous, right?”
         

         
         “I can’t,” he said.

         
         “I think you can. It’s not like this stuff is locked up in a vault. And besides. It says right here in the article, you got access.” She said this last word with tremendous relish, as if it had erotic connotations. 
         

         
         “But you can’t even sell something like the Whitman letter. Buyers don’t buy rare and valuable literary goods unless they
            know where they came from. It’s called provenance.”
         

         
         “Not the Huck Finn,” Ronnie said, around a mouthful of cheesesteak. “First editions? Lotta those on the market. The Walt Shitman, that might
            be harder to move, but I know an old lady in Boston, she says she can—”
         

         
         “Hey, Ronnie,” Jayne said. “Put another bite of that sandwich in your mouth and shut the fuck up.”

         
         Ronnie waved one hand in a lazy apology.

         
         Jayne said, “We can move whatever you get us. And we aren’t greedy. We need to make things right with a guy and he’s going
            to give us the time we need to raise the money. Soon as he’s got sixty large, your mom is off the hook.”
         

         
         “You want me to steal . . . sixty thousand dollars of rare books from the Brooks Library?” he asked. His lungs tingled with panic. “I can’t do that. Someone will catch
            me.”
         

         
         “No one’s going to catch you. No one is even going to notice. It’s like when they bury someone with their jewels and rings
            and shit. Why do they do that anyhow? It can’t do anyone any good under the dirt. The books on this list? They’re buried in
            the library. That’s the real crime. Money sitting on the shelves, collecting dust. Get something by this weekend. Something good. Tana will pop by your place on Sunday afternoon, take whatever you collect off your hands. Get her the right books, we could probably settle up by Christmas.” Jayne patted her sister on the head, then spun her and shoved her toward the car. Tana opened the passenger door of the Ranchero, folded the seat forward, and scrambled into the rear without a look back. Jayne stood holding the open door. “Hey! You know how your mom has her own book club, sharing the riches of literature with dangerous reprobates? You’ll be doing the same. This will be like your book club—you’ll be enriching us with every pick. It’s not a crime! It’s a public service.”
         

         
         Ronnie had polished off the sandwich. He drained the last of his bottle of beer and slung the empty at a streetlamp. It was
            an incongruous bit of street furniture, a lamp that looked like it belonged in the London of Sherlock Holmes, not next to
            a dumpster behind a strip mall. The bottle hit with a satisfying crunch.
         

         
         Ronnie stretched and looked through the windshield at the girls waiting in the Ranchero. He glanced back at Arthur with a
            sly grin and shook his head. “Well, I got to take the ladies home. Don’t look too blue, Artie. Things could be worse. You
            could hafta live with them.”
         

         
         The Ranchero peeled out so hard, the tires threw rocks. A couple of pebbles struck the wall around Arthur. One stung his shin.
            He didn’t flinch, didn’t know he had been hurt until he took off his shoes later and found one sock soaked in blood.
         

         
         Insult to injury: it didn’t cross his mind until the next morning that Jayne Nighswander had kept his hoodie.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Five

         
         For most of the next thirty-six hours, Arthur felt stunned, as if he had a fever. Everything he ate smelled wrong and tasted
            spoiled. He sat in hour-long lectures and walked out having heard nothing, learned nothing; he could not have said what was
            discussed.
         

         
         Arthur had a shift at the library on Wednesday but begged off, pleading sickness. It wasn’t much of a lie. His stomach knotted
            up on him whenever he imagined walking into the vast, marble-floored reception, footsteps echoing off the domed ceiling. 
         

         
         His next rotation, though, was the Friday one-to-seven slot, and he didn’t think he could avoid the place any longer. When
            he entered the Brooks Library through the battered twenty-foot-high bronze doors, he paused and cast a look in the direction
            of the Special Collection.
         

         
         To reach the Special Collection, one had to pass behind the walnut counter at the far end of reception and climb a twisting
            wrought-iron staircase to a Juliet balcony one floor above. Up there on the second floor, a whole wall of leaded glass panes
            looked into the room itself, the glass old and melty, so anyone moving around behind it looked like a figure swimming beneath
            rippling water.
         

         
         The room on the other side was a large, rectangular space with a blue slate floor and loophole windows, as if archers might be required to repel the illiterate hordes. The walls were lined with valuable books . . . although the most irreplaceable volumes were locked in a barred cabinet. These included Rackham College’s most notorious possession, the memoirs of Enoch Crane, who had been executed in New Hampshire “for trafficking with the devyll” in 1701. At Crane’s request, the book had been bound in his own tanned and dried skin after he was hanged. There were only five other volumes encased in human hide in all of New England: two at Harvard, one in the Boston Athenaeum, one at Dartmouth, one at UMO. Arthur, who loved a good word when he came across one—he chewed on them like caramels—even knew the formal term for such books, anthropodermic bibliopegy, language both scientific and somehow vaguely dirty, as if it described a perversion instead of an object.
         

         
         In the first weeks of term, he had spent a fair amount of time alone in the Special Collection, wearing white cotton gloves
            and dusting down the books, inspecting them for silverfish, book lice, and mold. Anything in bad shape was marked for repair
            and restoration. He had the index to the complete collection in a blue binder and as senior student librarian had earned the
            glamorous job of copying everything into the new IBM DOS computer, with updated notes on the condition of each volume. The Podomaquassy Record had made the work sound like something out of WarGames, akin to hacking the Pentagon. In fact, it was a task only slightly more rewarding than cleaning a floor with a toothbrush.
         

         
         He had no intention of entering the Special Collection today, didn’t want to be anywhere near the valuable old books. He wanted
            to keep them safe from him, felt he was a far greater threat than bugs or mildew. Arthur checked himself in and spent an hour
            pushing a cart around, returning books to their proper places on the shelves. While he was wandering the aisles, he located
            a hardcover copy of The Killer Angels by Michael Shaara, one of three on the shelf. He checked, confirmed it was the second printing with the battlefield maps
            on the endpapers, and put it on the cart. In another ten minutes he had collected a mint first of Katherine Anne Porter’s
            Collected Stories and a slightly battered first of Percy’s The Moviegoer. He figured altogether it was five hundred dollars’ worth of books. Better still, there were multiple copies of everything
            he intended to steal. The liberated editions might not be noticed for years.
         

         
         When he was back behind the checkout counter, he used an X-Acto knife to peel the magnetic strips out of the spines of the books he had selected. He packed them into his school backpack and went on with his duties. By six in the evening, he had the library almost to himself, most of the students in the cafeteria. At the end of his shift, Arthur slipped away to Periodicals, to do a little homework that had nothing to do with his classes. 

         
         The microfiche machines—big blocks of brushed steel and glass—were in a darkened alcove. He collected half a dozen reels containing
            every issue of the Portland Press Herald from 1987 to 1989 and sat down with them. His mother had been in prison for three years, but he had not come across the Nighswanders
            until this September. That suggested Daphne Nighswander had only been locked up there a few months.
         

         
         Arthur threaded the first reel, May–June 1989, and twisted the dial. History whirred past, like the windows of a brightly
            lit train flickering by at night. Grainy black-and-white photographs: George Bush, Manuel Noriega, Danny DeVito, Arnold Schwarzenegger.
            Coke—you can’t beat the feeling. Army—be all you can be. Sega Genesis—your world will never be the same.

         
         He was prepared to spend an hour scanning articles, but he had only been blurring through the pages for a minute when he got
            his first hit, in the back pages of the Herald’s June 11 issue.
         

         
         
            Postal Assailant Receives Max Sentence

            Augusta, ME.—The sentencing hearing was scheduled to begin at 2PM. It took less than ten minutes for Justice Levon Skelton
               to make his decision, and sentence Daphne Nighswander to serve not less than ten years, for firing a 9mm pistol into the leg
               of postman Albert Frown on March 15. Additional state charges are pending in the matter of the nearly twelve-hour stand-off
               with law enforcement that followed the shooting . . .
            

         

         Arthur found the tape for March–April. The reels shrilled, spinning forward to March 16. He read the first report—it was a
            front-page story, but light on details—then the more fully fleshed-out piece that followed the day after.
         

         
         Daphne Nighswander had been in her kitchen, listening to the radio and sorting a pound of PCP into individual plastic baggies—mixing it with baking powder as she went along—when postal officer Albert Frown reached her door. Frown’s hands were full with a bulky package and the doorbell hadn’t worked for at least two years. So instead of knocking, he thumped at it with his knee. Frown was a new hire and it was his first time delivering to houses on Reddy Lane in Gogan. And he was Black. 

         
         Daphne’s Massachusetts supplier had recently exchanged words—and gunfire—with the Intervale Posse, the gang that moved most
            of the hard drugs in the Boston area, and that aimed to control the entire flow of angel dust in New England. Daphne’s connection
            had cautioned her to watch out for “a slick n***** who would flash a badge to get inside her house and then lay waste to her
            hillbilly ass.” Nighswander looked at a twenty-three-year-old Black man in a blue uniform, holding a long brown package in
            both arms, and saw an Intervale Posse shooter with a shotgun in a box. She aimed her 9mm at Albert Frown’s head, missed, and
            put three bullets into his knee, shin, and ankle instead.
         

         
         She held the police off for most of the day, promising to execute the first Barney Fife motherf***** through the door. She
            didn’t surrender until channel 5 announced the Powerball numbers that evening, at 9:30 p.m. She checked her tickets, determined
            she wasn’t a winner, and came out with her hands up, saying it just wasn’t her day.
         

         
         Arthur was reading about the prospects for Albert Frown’s recovery (good, although he’d probably always have the limp) when
            he heard Van’s voice from behind him.
         

         
         “You ever been to a house with a name before? Shit, it’s not even a house. It’s an estate.”
         

         
         Arthur started and swiveled around. Van was leaning in, narrowing his eyes to examine the screen of the microfiche machine.
            Arthur casually put his thumb down on the button to rewind the tape. 
         

         
         “What are you talking about?” he asked.

         
         Van straightened up. “Colin Wren. Come on. The girls are outside. We’re going over to his place. He wants to run some tests on Donna and me, find out how psychic we are. You and Allie got to be there too.” 

         
         “Why’s that?” Arthur popped the microfiche cassette out of the machine. If he was going to talk to anyone about his predicament,
            it would be Van. But he wasn’t ready yet. He was in a filthy mess and had some obscure dread of getting the grime on anyone
            else . . . maybe especially a friend. And then there was this: to discuss it would make it more real. The situation was already
            too real as it was.
         

         
         “He said he needs two people without any psychic talent for a control group. I said you were the least talented person I know,”
            Van told him.
         

         
         “Can’t argue with that. But why Allie? You have no idea the extent of her powers. For all you know, she’s the female Uri Geller.”

         
         “Shit. That girl can’t read minds. If she could read mine, she’d never talk to me again.”

         
         “Oh, Van,” Arthur said. “She knows.”

         
         “Shit,” Van said, and actually blushed.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Six

         
         Colin’s house didn’t have a yard—it had grounds. A fieldstone wall that was almost eight feet high surrounded the sprawling, wooded property. The briars that gave the house
            its name were piled up against the inside of that wall, black, thorny, and bare this late in the year. Arthur steered the
            Christmobile between the stone columns flanking the drive. A pair of wrought-iron dragons squatted atop them. Later, Arthur
            wondered if that was a coincidence.
         

         
         For all that, the house was surprisingly modest: a two-story brick Federal-style building, barely large enough for a family
            of eight and a dozen servants. The slate roof was exactly the same icy gray-blue as the ocean, which was visible in glints
            through the trees behind the house.
         

         
         They piled out, Arthur, Van, and the girls, and mounted the sort of granite steps one usually finds at the entrance of a nineteenth-century
            courthouse. Colin opened the front door before they could pound the big brass knocker. He was wearing a black turtleneck,
            tucked into his jeans, his head as sleek as a bullet.
         

         
         Arthur craned his neck, taking in the white Doric columns holding up the roof of the portico and the great fan-shaped window
            above the front door, which looked like it might be Tiffany. “Does your granddad have a lot of money?” he asked. A tactless
            thing to say, and he knew it the moment it was out of his mouth.
         

         
         Colin wasn’t bothered. “Enough is as good as a feast,” he said, and let them into the lobby.

         
         That was what it felt like, not a front room, but a lobby. The floor was done in large, rough flagstones. A grand staircase
            of darkest mahogany wound upstairs to a gallery above.
         

         
         “What did your granddad do?” Donna asked.

         
         “He wrote a book that’s never been out of print,” Colin said, “but I don’t know that he made a lot of money on it.”

         
         “What about?” Arthur asked.

         
         “The art of brainwashing,” Colin said. 

         
         “How to resist it?”

         
         “No,” Colin said. “How to apply it. He was a psychologist for the military during Vietnam. He literally wrote the textbook
            on how to obliterate someone psychologically.”
         

         
         They followed Colin Wren into a kitchen large enough to serve a good-size restaurant. A woman in her mid-forties was unloading
            an industrial-size dishwasher. A girl sat at the center island, bent over a mess of books and papers. Gwen Underfoot—Arthur
            didn’t know her name then—wore a chambray shirt over a V-neck tee, and a pair of enormous glasses with black plastic frames.
            Arthur figured her for a high school kid. Her unlaced Dr. J Converse high-tops looked old enough to be in high school themselves.
            She had a precalculus textbook open in front of her, but she had put her homework aside to pick at a crossword.
         

         
         Colin greeted the woman at the stove, who had to be the girl’s mother. She was built the same, if twenty pounds heavier and
            twenty years older, with a matching pair of specs on the end of her nose. She kissed Colin on the cheek as if she was his mother, put the kettle on, and asked if anyone wanted tea or hot chocolate.
         

         
         “Who’s this, Colin?” asked the girl, without looking up from her puzzle. “Your Bible study group?”

         
         “Psychics, Gwen,” Colin said. “Donna and Van here can read each other’s minds.”

         
         “Try not to get ectoplasm all over the house, ’cause if you do, you’ll have to clean it up yourself. I’m driving Mom home
            as soon as the spice cake is out of the oven.” So her mother was the help and Gwen was at least old enough to drive, which
            made Arthur feel a little better about admiring the fine line of her neck, and the way she wiggled her bottom getting comfortable
            on her stool. Even her smudgy cheap glasses were adorable—he wanted to pull them off her face and wipe ’em clean on his shirttail.
         

         
         Arthur got as far as the door to the hallway, then looked back at Gwen and said, “Strip.”

         
         She blinked at him. “Never on a first date, pal.”

         
         “No.” He shook his head. “Twelve down. Five letters? ‘Something funny on Sunday.’ The answer is ‘strip.’ You know, like Garfield.”
         

         
         “Oh!” she said, and filled it in. “Thanks.”

         
         “Anytime,” he said, and got out of there.

         
         One wall of the library was lined with cherry bookcases that had to be twelve feet high. The opposite wall was a bank of French
            windows looking out onto the stony headland and the chilly blue of the bay, creaming with whitecaps. The only break in the
            French windows was a stone hearth. A curious upright piano stood against the wall to the right of the door; a panel was open
            above the keys to show a spool of paper, fed through studded iron drums, like the insides of the world’s biggest music box.
            The wall above the piano was crowded with black shadow boxes, two or three butterflies mounted in each one. Butterflies with
            wings like beaten bronze, butterflies with iridescent wings of silver and chrome.
         

         
         Unsure where to plant himself, Arthur settled on the piano bench, beneath that beautifully displayed butterfly holocaust.
            His mental calculations made him the brokest person in the room. Allie Shiner’s father had played for the Dallas Cowboys and
            spent ten years in Congress before becoming some kind of lobbyist; he owned a summer house in Kennebunkport, a town house
            in DC, and a mansion in Houston. The McBrides came from money too—a bit of it, anyway. Their father owned a TV station and
            a few regional newspapers in the Deep South.
         

         
         One end of the library was occupied by a massive desk made of cherry, with a leather surface. Donna wandered behind it to inspect a tall wooden case with glass doors. Arthur thought the items on display within were probably rare, likely valuable, and certainly not for touching. But Donna was the sort of person who thought it was better to ask forgiveness than permission—although, come to think of it, she rarely bothered to ask for either. She threw open the doors, removed a helmet, and clapped it on her head. It was a rust-spotted olive with a red star in the center. She dug around in the cabinet some more and produced a ball-peen hammer with a cork handle. Donna gave it an experimental slash through the air. “Which army did you say your granddad fought for?” Donna abruptly went ramrod stiff, clapped her heels together, and threw the Nazi salute. Her other hand pressed the hammer to her breast as if it were an army rifle. “Sieg Fail!” 

         
         “That’s not Nazi, it’s Russian. It belonged to Wolf Messing, Stalin’s personal seer. Although he may never have worn it. The
            hammer was the murder weapon at the Los Feliz murder house. It’s famously—and violently—haunted. The house, not the hammer.
            I think my granddad was hoping it would have a little malevolent sparkle on it but, alas, nothing.”
         

         
         Donna grimaced and set the hammer back in the cabinet.

         
         “What the hell is all this stuff?” she asked, bending to explore the lower shelves.

         
         “My grandfather’s Cabinet of Curiosities. He’s always on the hunt for haunted dolls and UFO photos, stuff like that. He’s
            sort of a weird shit enthusiast, after years of being a professor of weird shit and researching weird shit for the government.”
         

         
         “How’d you wind up living with your granddad, anyway?” Van asked.

         
         Colin said, “My mother was going to leave my father, and made the mistake of telling him while they were in the Porsche. So
            he drove them off a cliff at a hundred and ten miles an hour. Or at least that’s the theory. Obviously, no one can know for
            certain. Maybe he was swatting at a mosquito and lost control.”
         

         
         “Jesus,” Van said. “I’m so sorry. That’s fucking awful.”

         
         Colin nodded. “The Porsche was a classic.”

         
         Donna picked up a reel of film in its battered can. She squinted to read the faded label. “Visit. From. Corporal. Hondo.”
            She glanced up. “This your granddaddy’s gay porn, Colin?”
         

         
         Colin said, mildly, “My grandfather is a homosexual, in fact.” That produced a moment of startled silence. Colin pointed to the reel and went on: “That’s film from
            one of the later Philip Experiments, the ones conducted by the military, here in America. Inspired by the work Whitton and
            Owen were doing in Canada.”
         

         
         “What’s a Philip Experiment?” Allie asked.

         
         “A team of researchers in Toronto in the 1970s got together to invent a ghost. They made up a character, Philip Aylesford,
            invented a whole made-up history for him, full of intentional errors and rubbish. Then they tried to contact him with a séance.
            Only it worked. Philip could make the table levitate. He could dim the lights, slam the shutters on the windows, drop the
            temperature by ten, twenty degrees. This is all true—look it up. Never debunked. My granddad repeated the experiments with
            his research group in Langley. They dreamt up a fun-loving ghost of their own named Corporal Elwood Hondo.”
         

         
         “What’d Hondo do?”

         
         “It’s on the film. We should watch it sometime.”

         
         While they were talking about ghosts, Arthur was poking at the piano. It had an iron lever that moved back and forth between
            off and play and another for tempo. Arthur prodded the lever and without warning the piano keys began to crash, producing a chipper, maniacal sonata. He gave
            a choked cry and almost fell off the bench. The keys went on rising and falling for another moment or two, the sound steadily
            dwindling, as if the coked-up poltergeist was beginning to wipe out, slide away into a coma.
         

         
         “He’s here!” shouted Van, and he dived behind the desk, grabbing Allie and hauling her down with him. “Hondo is among us!”
            Allie shrieked, but she didn’t sound scared—closer to delighted.
         

         
         “That’s a player piano,” Colin said. “You pump the pedals to keep it playing. There are different scrolls for it, if you don’t
            care for Mozart. I think Granddad even has some boogie-woogie.” By now, Colin had moved behind a games table with a green
            felt surface that wouldn’t have looked out of place in a European casino. He had a deck of cards and was shuffling them with
            one hand in a tricksy sort of way. “Come on, let’s begin. If we all focus, we ought to be able to prove the existence of ESP
            by the time the spice cake is out of the oven.”
         

         
         

         Donna and Van settled at opposite ends of the games table and tried to read each other’s minds. The Zener deck had symbols on the cards: a square, a circle, a star, some wiggly lines, a plus sign. Van would draw one and stare intently at it and Donna would tell him what she thought it was, while Colin kept a score of hits and misses on a notepad. 

         
         At first Donna and Van didn’t have it. Allie stood behind Donna, massaging her shoulders. “It’s okay. Some days Satan is with
            you and some days he isn’t.”
         

         
         “Triangle,” Donna said.

         
         “There are no triangles in this deck, bitch,” Van said wearily.

         
         Donna put on a pair of mirrored shades and tapped one temple. “Headache. I wouldn’t be surprised if I get a nosebleed. Telepathy
            is always giving people with psychic powers nosebleeds. A well-known fact established by many, many movies.”
         

         
         Donna took her turn drawing the cards and, after a couple misses, the twins went on a run, ten in a row.

         
         “There it is,” Colin said. “You’re finding it. Van, do you feel like you’re inside your sister’s head . . . or is it more
            like she’s pushing her thoughts into yours?”
         

         
         “Or—and I’m just throwing this out there,” Arthur said, “does it feel like you’re seeing the cards reflected in Donna’s sunglasses?”

         
         Van reached across the table, grabbed the deck of cards, and threw them at Arthur.

         
         Colin wasn’t fazed. “Ah, of course. It’s obvious now that Arthur points it out. But you had something going on that day in the cafeteria.”
         

         
         “Sure,” Arthur said. “A better way to cheat. Hey, Van? How do you say ‘We’re full of shit’ in your secret twin language? The
            one that sounds a lot like Louisiana Creole?”
         

         
         “Kass twa,” Van said.

         
         “This is disappointing,” Colin said, not sounding disappointed at all. “I was hoping to have scientific proof of ESP by now.”

         
         “I’ll try the Zener deck,” Arthur said. He hardly knew himself. He had forgotten, in the last few days, what happiness was
            like. “I’m ready to read someone’s deepest, darkest secrets.”
         

         
         “We’ll see about that,” said Gwen. She stood in the door holding a tray with the spice cake and mugs of cocoa upon it.

         
         “Guys, this is Gwen Underfoot,” Colin said.

         
         “Ignore him,” Van said. “You’re not underfoot, babe. Bring that cake right over.”

         
         “That’s her name, dipshit,” Donna said. “Don’t talk to her like she’s the fucking help.”
         

         
         “I am the help,” Gwen said.
         

         
         “No, you aren’t,” Colin said. “Your mother is the housekeeper.”
         

         
         “It’s only a matter of time,” Gwen said. “My grandmother was the housekeeper before her. Whenever a Wren needs to wipe his
            ass, there’s usually an Underfoot standing nearby with the toilet paper.”
         

         
         She put the tray down on the card table and everyone helped themselves. There was a single marshmallow in each mug—they were
            big blocks the size of Rubik’s Cubes. Those marshmallows were like everything else at The Briars: magnificently grand and
            vaguely implausible at the same time.
         

         
         “Go on, Oakes,” Colin said. “You and Gwen have a try.”

         
         The piano began to play. It was Allie at the keys and she was actually playing, not pumping the pedals. The werewolves were roaming London.
         

         
         “Pretty bold, doing the Friday New York Times crossword in pen,” Arthur said, as he picked Zener cards off the floor.
         

         
         “If that’s your idea of bold, I bet you’re a wild date,” Gwen said.

         
         Donna yelled with laughter. “She’s got your number, Arthur. Allie, what are the odds Oakes is still a virgin?”

         
         “Maybe you’ve got Arthur’s number,” Van said, “but Allie’s got all the others. She’s been taking graduate courses in statistics
            since she was seventeen. Personally, I find that offensive. You shouldn’t be better looking than your friends and smarter than them . . . they’ll lose heart and look for companionship more on their level.”
         

         
         “You don’t need psychic powers if you’ve got statistics,” Allie said. “A big data set is way more reliable than tarot cards.”
            She began to sing.
         

         
         
            I saw a werewolf with a Chinese menu in his hand

            sixty percent chance he’ll order the moo goo gai pan!

            I saw a werewolf with a blue-collar job in Michigan

            eighty-five percent chance he voted for Reagan!

         

         “That’s,” Van stammered, “that’s—not the rhyme scheme, Allie—stop—I love Warren Zevon—you’re hurting me—” He squeezed his head between his hands.
         

         
         Donna greeted Gwen with a little wave. “Donna McBride. My homunculus over there is Donovan.”

         
         “We’re twins,” Van said. “I meant to eat her in the womb, I swear.”

         
         “I’m Allison Shiner,” Allie sang, “of east Texas, by the bayou. And there’s a ninety-three percent chance I’m gonna like you.”

         
         “Shall we?” Arthur asked, holding up the Zener deck. It rubbed him wrong that he had to share Gwen with the others and that
            they were more entertaining than him. He wasn’t funny like Donna and Van, wasn’t dazzling like Allie, wasn’t a sophisticated
            alien intelligence like Colin. It was tiring to have remarkable friends.
         

         
         But Gwen grinned at him and thumbed her glasses up her nose. “All right, then. Let’s see if I’ve got in your head yet, Arthur
            Oakes.”
         

         
         “I don’t think that’s in question,” Arthur said, and looked at the top card. Then he looked up and met Gwen’s
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