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CHAPTER 1
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AS FOND OF AND CONSUMED BY MY OWN STORY AS I AM, I must admit that it’s not too different from most others. Stories are stories, with their beginnings, trappings of middles, and nice, tidy conclusions; I’ve told so many, it should be second nature to grab a fountain pen, a stack of homemade paper, and add mine to the collection. But here I am, hesitating, because I cannot make up my mind on where to start.

A friend suggested that I begin with the summer prior to the final year of my PhD at Rockhaven University, a few months before I died. By then I had already been in trouble for quite a while, and my fate was decided, even though I was not yet aware of it. But I’m not convinced. It seems too bold a choice, starting in medias res, all the more because the first lines of this tale were written when I was still an elfin kid with oddly colored hair and a chewing gum addiction.

Back then, my main pastime was observing an elderly neighbor dip Kolinsky sable-hair brushes into vintage tins of watercolors. “You are lucky,” Grace would say in her peeved, cigarette-rough voice, never glancing up from her latest piece. “That your no-good, credit card–skimming father got out of the clink just before your no-good, fake charity–driving mother went back in. Or you’d be in some foster home down in Tullahoma by now, just you and a box of Crayola. C’mere, kid. I’m gonna show you why this layering I just did turned out to be such crap.”

I was never a devoted wishful thinker. I refused then, as I do now, to claim that Grace’s insistence on teaching me the ins and outs of craquelure, or how to properly clean mildew from leather binding, were vocabulary words in her highly individualized love language. Still, if I’m going to tell my story, she should get some credit for being the first to set me on the path of those who appreciate a certain kind of beauty. So should the judge who made it clear that his eyes were on me, and that they were going to stay fixed right there for the foreseeable future—unless, of course, I cleaned up my act, boosted my grades, and sent out those university applications, stat. Honorable mentions: the Chemistry of Conservation class I chose to take in my second year of college because it was the only non–eight a.m. option; the undergraduate advisor who suggested that if this medieval art stuff was really my thing, he might have a friend at some fancy university up north; the way time and space always seemed to disappear whenever the world shrank to something consumable through my eyes and my hands; that letter Grace left for me to read after she was gone, the handwriting as jagged and sparse as her heart. I don’t have much, but it should be enough for a U-Haul. Now get the hell out of this shithole.

So, that’s how my story started. There were lots of beginnings, but they coalesced into a perfect storm a few weeks into my first year of grad school, when Mortimer “Don’t Call Me Morty” McManaman pulled his best trick out of a top hat and convinced Roxanne, my landlady, to go out with him.

Mortimer was a floppy-haired rich boy who loved to introduce himself as a fine-arts connoisseur, owned polos in every color of the rainbow, and repeatedly failed at growing an authoritative mustache. Not very likable, although he tried very hard. Sometimes I felt bad for him, and maybe Roxanne did, too. Or maybe Mortimer took advantage of her rock-bottom phase. She was, after all, recently separated. Despite her reputation as one of the top gemstone experts in New England, her ability to take commissions had been severely curtailed by having to shoulder most of the care for Rorie, her toddler daughter. The ongoing divorce proceedings had been a financial hit, and desperate people tend to do desperate things. Dating a questionable guy was not qualitatively different from plucking a doctoral student from Craigslist and renting her out one’s spare bedroom.

Mortimer may have been less threatening than Roxanne’s lying, cheating ex, but they were still unlikely to have a future, especially after he started addressing her as kitten halfway through their first date and never wised up enough to stop. She knew it. I knew it. Judging by the sheer number of increasingly desperate presents that cluttered our home, Mortimer knew it, too. And yet, he clung fiercely to the idea that she might be the one. He’d come over once a week, or whenever Rorie was with Roxanne’s ex for the night. He’d fuss with his hair in the entrance mirror and then lay his offerings at the altar of Roxanne’s spin-sculpted body: imported coffee beans, wine that didn’t live in a box, trays of assorted several-dollars-apiece pralines.

And, one fateful night, a first UK edition of Dracula by Bram Stoker.

This one, in all fairness, wasn’t a gift, more like show-and-tell. “We just got it in today,” Mortimer said, taking the book out of a leather briefcase and setting it on the table. The McManaman family was based in Boston, but they owned a local antique dealer of middling reputation here in Vermont, and Mortimer had recently gone on a break from his main gig—recommending local breweries and golf courses, unprompted—to take over the business. “Isn’t it stunning?”

Roxanne gasped. “Oh my god.” She reached out, maybe to trace the gilt-and-red lettering on the cover, but thought better of it and snatched her hand back. “This is incredible. Look at the way the binding is sewn.”

“I know.” Mortimer smiled smugly. “Over a century ago, at some point in 1897, some guy sat in front of a fireplace to smoke his pipe and read this book. And now it’s in your kitchen. Can you believe that?”

“No,” I said. Which made Roxanne and Mortimer look up at me from across the table with surprise and irritation respectively.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

I glanced down at the panini press I’d pilfered from my last stint at the Costco deli, already regretting speaking up. “I think it might be a forgery,” I said, as neutrally as I could—which was a lie. I was, in fact, dead certain. But despite my parents’ repeated accusations, I did not enjoy disappointing people.

“I mean, you can think that the Earth is flat and clouds are made of marshmallows.” Mortimer’s tone was the usual—artificially affable—but his eyes narrowed. “That doesn’t make any of it true.”

“No, it doesn’t.” I longingly contemplated a world in which I could slip onto the balcony to eat my grilled cheese and mind my business, forgetting all about this conversation. But would it not have been a careless, selfish thing to do? If I said nothing, Mortimer was going to try to sell the book for one hundred grand. Either his reputation or his rap sheet was going to take a hit.

Cruel to be kind, and all that.

“It doesn’t,” I repeated. “However—may I?” I crossed the room to pick up the tome and flapped it open, ignoring Mortimer’s darkening expression. “See here, the way the endpapers are attached? Can’t be sure, of course”—I could—“but it suggests a more recent gluing technique than the ones used in the late 1800s. The regularity of the sewing patterns, the paper . . . This pulping is not Victorian, not to mention how unusually crisp some of this lettering looks, and . . . Well.” I returned the book to the briefcase, feeling a touch sorry for Mortimer. “All the stuff I just listed? That makes it true.”

“Excuse me? What— How would you even know about fucking Victorian pulping?” He laughed nervously.

“Vero’s getting her PhD in art history,” Roxanne told him, clearly irritated on my behalf. “And her grandma did restorations. You didn’t say she also did books, Vero.”

Grace would rather have chewed on a palette knife than be referred to as someone’s grandma, but I had little experience discussing my past with others, and didn’t know how else to explain her role in it. Grad school was a fresh turn in the winding road of my life—starting anew, making friends, building community, that kind of stuff—and I was willing to give it all a try. Still, some abridging seemed wise. “She did mostly books, actually. Lots of demand.”

That was when Mortimer’s eyes settled on me, really settled, for the first time, as though I’d just now materialized from invisibility in the middle of the living room. They started at the center part of my hair, traveled down my long body, and then lingered around my bare feet. He and Roxanne were less than a decade older than me, but he eyed me like I was a ragamuffin begging for a bowl of porridge. “Vero, right?” he asked, sullen.

“That’s me.” We had been introduced before, had even exchanged pleasantries as I microwaved my soup or chopped salad ingredients, but I knew how Mortimer’s kind saw the world, and that they could rarely be bothered to acknowledge the existence of women they didn’t care to sleep with. Several inches taller than him, with silver-gray hair, crooked teeth, a penchant for piercings, and an almost exclusively oversize, shapeless wardrobe, I doubted I was his type. I’d long ago accepted that there was something about me that seemed to leave most men stumped, or scared, or indifferent.

Mortimer was nothing if not predictable.

“How could you even tell what the sewing pattern looks like from across the room?”

Because it’s that badly forged, I didn’t say. “Really good eyesight.”

“Yeah? Is this what you’re studying, rare books?”

“Not quite. Late medieval manuscripts.”

“You wanna become a professor?”

“I—”

“See, that’s the problem. You”—his finger pointed at me—“have taken half a class on a tangentially related matter and think you’re better than the book expert my family has been working with for half a decade.” He paused, perhaps expecting me to get angry and fight him on this. When I couldn’t be assed to care about his tantrum, he smiled in triumph and muttered, “Grad students, man. They’re all the same.”

Roxanne scoffed at Mortimer, pointed out that she had a graduate degree (material sciences), too, that he was being rude, and other things I never heard because I didn’t stick around. I had a delicious grilled cheese sandwich on the balcony while the early fall New England breeze swirled around me, and fed leftover crumbs to a brave pair of mated cardinals. I forgot about the whole interaction—until two days later, when I spotted Mortimer rocking on his heels under the late-morning sun outside of my pedagogy seminary. He was scanning my classmates’ faces in search of someone. When his eyes landed on me and didn’t move on, I wasn’t even surprised.

“It was fake, huh?”

He nodded, pasty face even paler than usual.

I considered myself an averagely petty person, but this gave me no pleasure. “I’m sorry,” I said, truthfully. “You should get a better consultant.” I made to walk around him, but he blocked my path.

“Yeah, I should.” He looked me in the eye so unsubtly, I wondered why Roxanne had stooped to seeing this guy. Maybe it was Stockholm syndrome. Maybe he had dirt on her. There must have been an explanation, because he had even less game than I’d originally suspected.

“Sadly, I am very busy with that doctoral degree that you so respect.”

“It could be practice for your—”

“I don’t need the practice.” I sidestepped him and climbed down the stairs. “Have a good—”

“I can pay.”

Alas, those were the three magic words sure to stop every graduate student in their tracks. We all needed money. Those who didn’t still could have used money. Despite its preppy rowing clubs, stones engraved with Latin mottos, and thirty-five-billion-dollar endowment, Rockhaven University couldn’t afford to pay us livable wages.

Someone really ought to have checked the math.

“Can you?” I turned back to him. “Pay, that is.”

“Yes.”

“How much?”

“Well. Very well.”

Any romantic relationship between Mortimer and Roxanne may not have lasted past midterms, but for him and me, it was the catalyst for a long and fruitful collaboration.

THE FIRST THREE YEARS OF MY PHD WERE HUMDRUM AND uneventful—a true boon for someone who had spent the previous two decades and change as a drama magnet of great potency and misfortune.

In my defense, some of it couldn’t have been avoided. I wasn’t at fault if my parents were petty criminals gummed up in a toxic yo-yo pattern of getting together, grifting together, then grifting each other. Still, it must have left a mark, being raised by two people whose idea of love and respect was to get the other to pony up bail and then disappear.

I wonder now, after all that has happened, if the way I was raised made it easier for me to accept what happened once I got to Vermont. If this story of mine could have been anyone else’s. Messed-up, mixed-messaged upbringings taught one expediency, resourcefulness, and how to embrace the fluctuating nature of ethical principles. By the time I entered puberty, I was already well acquainted with a number of short cons—fake raffle tickets, selling stolen electronics, ye ol’ price tag–switch scams. Surprising that it took until I was fifteen to get caught. After that I’d mostly behaved, and despite little to no contact with Mom and Dad, I never fully weaned myself off my lawbreaking tendencies.

“And here’s why.” Grace, who flicked through every free magazine that landed on her doorstep and couldn’t have distinguished a news item from a sponsored link to save her life, once looked up from under her green banker’s lamp, pointing at the article she’d been reading. “Did you know that people with hypoactive amygdalas are more reckless? And that amygdala function is hereditary?”

“Can’t say I did.”

“I bet that’s what’s wrong with you.”

“Maybe I’m just too broke to care about morals?”

“No, it’s your brain. It predisposes you to nonviolent crime!”

“Spoken like a true brain scientist,” I said. “By the way, please explain what an amygdala is, Grace.”

She slid a hand out of her paint-stained apron to flip me off, and I bit back a laugh.

I’d always been a guest in Grace’s home—a pantry-plundering, welcome-overstaying guest, but a guest nonetheless. It was during my sophomore year of college that I let go of my dorm room and began commuting to the University of Tennessee from her house. “Even though no one asked you to,” she reminded me daily. “I like my privacy. If I wanted urchins underfoot, I’d have spawned my own!”

“Well, campus rent is crazy expensive, so thank you for saving me money,” I would reply, unfazed. We both knew that getting around was becoming harder for her. She often forgot to eat, only took her meds once every two days, and where was that book on letterpress printing she’d been reading? No, of course she’d not tossed it out years earlier, what was I trying to imply, that she was an idiot? Young people these days were unbelievable. Grace may not have been easy, or even pleasant, but she’d opened her home (literally) and her skinny, rigid arms (metaphorically) to a neglected, wayward kid, and I didn’t mind sticking around to take care of her. In October of my senior year, after a surprisingly lucid evening spent debating the type of animal glue an artisan would have used to attach a millboard in nineteenth-century France, she passed peacefully in her sleep, but I didn’t feel relieved of a burden.

Just empty, and deeply unmoored.

I was twenty-one. A handful of credits away from graduating. For the most part, on the lawful path. Aside from a few circumstantial friends and the microdosing, Halo-playing guys I occasionally brought home, alone. I rummaged around within me, but all I could find was aimlessness and little motivation to plan for a future that, if my past was any indication, would thwart my efforts and unfold however the hell it wanted. But also, shoved aside in a corner, a genuine interest in the history of art.

So I applied to Rockhaven.

Got in, too.

Then debated whether to go.

I was not grad school material, and no number of brochures and first-gen inclusivity initiatives were going to convince me otherwise. But, I reminded myself, fraud courses through your blood. If anyone was going to be able to combat imposter syndrome, it was a real-life imposter. So I moved to Vermont and learned to deal with four p.m. sunsets and brutal winters that led to interminable mud seasons; with unaffordable housing and so many damn rotaries that It has to be some kind of New England hazing ritual, right? I mused with Roxanne.

Rockhaven was a prestigious institution with a deep history of scholarly excellence, and even though I wanted to hate its preppy elitism, I couldn’t help being charmed by the cinematic campus atmosphere. “Eighty percent of the undergrads you’ll TA for are insufferable little fuckers,” an upperclassman pointed out halfway through my first semester. We sat on a bench that overlooked the quad, and he asked, “What’s your experience with rich people?”

It exclusively involved swindling them, so I said, “Not much.”

“Well, look at them.” Around us, coasting legacy kids sipped overpriced coffee while fast-walking in their Barbour coats, already twenty minutes late for class. I watched them go through massive doors and disappear into shiny marble hallways, never looking up from their phones.

“What about them?” I asked.

“They think they own the fucking world.”

He was right: Many Rockhaven undergrads had trust funds, and operated under the impression that their professors had been handpicked by Daddy to act like occasionally stimulating (but mostly unobtrusive) babysitters. They loved to name-drop the family vacation property in Saint Barts and were going through rebellious art phases that would crash and burn into hasty applications to MBA programs, followed by guaranteed finance jobs after graduation, often of the soulless variety. But it wasn’t all of them. Every semester, I’d come across one or two that reminded me of myself—scrappy, out of their element, evasive. I’d look out for them, feeling like my presence on campus wasn’t wholly pointless. It was like paying a toll: After that, I could allow myself to scour mahogany libraries for cozy nooks, or sit by the fireplaces adorning the cathedral-like dining halls.

So I trudged on for the first few semesters, oscillating between romanticizing and rolling my eyes at this newfound academic life: The Gothic bell tower was stunning, but I refused to believe that the ghost of a student who’d never completed his dissertation haunted it during finals. The stone memorials that littered every corner of campus were a bit much, and the tweed would have been charming if it weren’t interspersed with glimpses of Patagonia fleece. All in all, when I think about those years, what I remember most fondly is the blur of misty mornings, and leather armchairs sliding over rust-colored Persian rugs. Slick cobblestone after a rainy night. The scent of fall leaves and fountain pen ink in my advisor’s office during our weekly meetings.

When I enrolled in the Art History program, there were seven students in my cohort, but over the next couple of years, they all dropped out, taking jobs in schools and museums, moving with their families, or simply citing their unwillingness to hang their hats on the limbo of grad school for a degree that, by the time it was earned, might be worth less than the paper used to print its diploma.

By my third year, I was the only one left. It was, even for someone as solitary as me, a breeding ground for loneliness—and the reason McManaman Antique Dealers became . . . not quite my home. That was yet to come. But something approximating one.

MORTIMER REMAINED A CONSISTENTLY ANNOYING PRESENCE throughout my tenure at the store, a prime product of the rich-kid-to-loser industrial complex, but I did credit him with one thing: When his father had wanted to sell the antiques business, Mortimer had asked to take over the store, citing the family legacy. Daddy’s paraphrased reaction had been: “Who? You?” followed by bouts of impolite cackling, after which Mortimer had sworn to prove his mettle.

That impetus, I could respect. The terrible eye the man had for antiques, not so much. But I let that slide, because several odd, delightful figures gravitated around McManaman’s, and I had to give Mortimer props for assembling them.

There was Cyrus, a balding middle-aged man who authenticated coins, always smelled of wintergreen, and talked about wars that had ended five hundred years earlier as if he’d personally fought in them; Lucille, a gruff, no-nonsense restoration expert with a glare for everyone—although, between appraisals, she could reliably be found in the back crying over dog rescue videos; Elias, a student at the local community college who should have been more at home at a rodeo than in an antique store, and yet showed up every weekend to pore over his textbooks while manning the register.

I went in for my book evaluations two or three times per week, working around my academic schedule. Tea would be waiting for me, always steaming, always oolong, always in the ceramic mug I’d claimed during my first week, the one with relief decorations of ivy and whimsical red mushrooms. It was Wanda, the shopkeeper, who prepared it. She had been at McManaman’s the longest, since before Mortimer was born, and knew every cracked corner, stubborn cobweb, and unsold ashtray inside and out. She would greet me with an open, uninhibited warmth I was not accustomed to—wide smiles that rounded her plump face, concerned questions on whether my jacket was too thin or waterproof enough, and, unfailingly, Vero, have you eaten yet?

Grace had been formidable, and even doting in her own way, but never tender or maternal. Wanda baked Tupperwares full of muffins to ensure that I wouldn’t skip breakfast, rubbed my back when it ached from bending over old documents, texted to remind me to let my faucet run during the coldest days of winter. In the spring of my first year of grad school, she alone remembered to wish me happy birthday, and gave me a magnifying glass engraved with my initials.

It felt a little awkward at first, but I learned to fold myself to return her hugs. I’d chat with her about my classes and her wife’s garden for a few minutes, and then I’d slip into the back room. There, standing on the creaky, sun-dappled floor, I would try to figure out whether incunabula were wrongly dated, leather bindings had been repurposed, the plausibility of a paper’s fiber count—all things Grace had taught me over the years. Once or twice per afternoon, Cosimo, the store’s sphinx cat, would wake from his nap to slow-blink at me, then twist into a more comfortable position. On my favorite days, Roxanne would whoosh inside in a cloud of short vintage dresses and cinnamon body lotion to take care of her jewelry appraisals.

“Because,” as she bravely announced while coaxing her daughter’s mouth to open for a broccoli plane, “McManaman’s is an easy gig, it pays well, and I’m not going to give it up just because I temporarily fed at the batshit buffet and went on two dates with Mortimer.”

“It was more like six or seven.”

“That’s it. I’m casting you out. Hope you know how to build yourself a mud hut.”

I had been a fan of Roxanne since our very first meeting, when she opened her door to show me her spare room and blurted out, “Holy shit. Do you dye your hair?”

“No. It’s—”

“Marie Antoinette syndrome!”

I cocked my head, feeling my silvery ponytail swing behind me. “How did you know?”

“It’s not really homogeneous, so I figured it was natural, and you look so young . . .” She came closer, grinning. “So, what was it?”

“Excuse me?”

“The traumatic event that turned all your hair gray at once.”

In time, we would grow close and I’d tell her the truth: that when I was five one of my mom’s exes, very skilled at cloning credit cards but less so at embracing reality, convinced himself that I was his daughter. He stole me from under my dad’s nose and took me on a twelve-hour ride out of state, which I mostly remember as a whirlwind of panic and slushy-slurping fun. The really traumatic bit came after he was tracked down: a vehicular chase that ended in an upside-down car, me dangling from the seat belt, and my peanut M&M’s rolling across the roof. My hair didn’t turn gray overnight, but it had grown that way ever since, and I gave up on dyeing it halfway through high school.

“Car accident,” I breezily told Roxanne. “Don’t worry, no one died.”

“Cool. My three-year-old is going to be obsessed with you. She’s totally going to ask to touch the balls sticking out of the bridge of your nose.”

It took a while for Roxanne to get back on her feet following her divorce, but by the end of the first year of my PhD, she was once again a hyperproductive big shot, traveling a lot on consulting business for most galleries and auction houses in New England. Over the summer after my second year, once she was financially stable, I returned her guest room and moved into a small apartment near campus. She stood with Rorie, and they waved me goodbye from the porch. “Don’t forget to write. Or do. I’ll just call you when I need a babysitter.” During my third year, we still spent lots of time together, mostly getting high while watching Antiques Roadshow, or complaining about Mortimer’s general ineptitude. Once or twice a month, she even allowed me the treat of bringing up what she referred to as her most shameful indiscretion.

“To his credit,” I told her, “he does seem to have put your, um, brief entanglement out of his mind.”

“Easier for him than for me, since he’s not the one who stooped to date himself.”

“There were extenuating circumstances. Don’t blame yourself.”

“I think I’ll just blame you, since it happened on your watch. And it’s not like there are lots of options out there. Good ones are taken, and all that. God, are the men in their twenties any better?” she asked me.

“Not sure.”

“You go out with them, don’t you?”

I did, sometimes. But I chose them well: cunning, manipulative, smelling of an untrustworthy sort of confidence. Men like that were a promise—that they wouldn’t stick around, wouldn’t hold me back, wouldn’t disappoint because how could they, if there were no expectations to be met? Men like that, I would never care about. “If I meet someone worthy of you and Rorie, I’ll introduce you. Actually, have I ever mentioned my friend Mort—Ouch.”

And that’s how it happened: The first three years of my PhD were humdrum and uneventful, McManaman’s was a place of joy, and despite their best efforts, the frigid New England winters didn’t quite do me in.

Then, on a late-summer day, the leaf came in, and everything changed.




CHAPTER 2

[image: Illustration]

THIS BETTER BE WHAT I HOPE IT IS,” MORTIMER TOLD ME the second I stepped in for the appraisal, and the edge in his voice gave me pause.

He didn’t often get excited about rare books. If the manuscript was well-known, maybe. Otherwise, and to no one’s surprise, he was more of a pistol kind of guy. He reserved his giddiness for old guns and rifles. Those muskets that took ten minutes to reload after a single use, the ones the founding fathers had in mind when they wrote the Second Amendment.

And yet, he was being a restless little weasel about a book.

“What’s going on?”

He pointed at a single piece of paper on the table. I sidestepped a sprawling Cosimo, went to take a closer look, and gasped.

“Is it . . . ? No.”

“Yes.”

A chill traveled down my spine. Despite what everyone at McManaman’s liked to call me, I didn’t consider myself a consummate book nerd. I had fallen into the rare books line of work like Alice down the rabbit hole—accidentally. I appreciated good craftsmanship, but I rarely peed myself over a first edition or a collectible.

Now, though, seemed like a great time to change into my pissing pants.

“Where the hell did you get a leaf from the Gutenberg Bible?”

“Estate sale—that’s why I traveled all the way to Bumblefuck, South Dakota. The dead guy was a collector, but the sons just wanted to get rid of his stuff. I bought it for next to nothing.”

I stared at the table, mouth dry. For the most part, before the Gutenberg Bible, books had been painstakingly handwritten, copied by monks over long periods of time. Then, in the fifteenth century, Gutenberg came up with the movable-type printing press. A handful of copies of the Bible he produced were still in existence, but these days, it was mostly passed from prestige auction houses to collectors in the form of leaves—double-sided pages.

I leaned closer. The text in red ink caught my eye. “The rubrication. Fuck me.”

“Not in front of the Bible.”

I smiled. “You wish, Morty.”

“Is it real? We need this to be real.”

Again, that urgency. I turned to him. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“Mortimer. What’s wrong?”

His reluctance lasted only a few seconds. “Things are not great.”

“What do you mean?”

“The store is . . . We could use some cash flow, right about now.”

“Has business been bad?”

He glanced away. “It’s better than when I first took over, for sure.”

“Then . . . ?”

“We’re still just . . . less in the red.”

“How is it possible? You’re always selling pieces, and—”

“The overhead costs are astronomical.”

I blinked at him, confused. “If you need capital, just ask Mommy and Daddy to write you a check and—”

“Mother and Father, as they like to be addressed, want nothing more than to get rid of something that’s been hemorrhaging funds for over a decade. I had to beg them not to sell, and they only allowed me to take over on the condition that I turned a profit soon. Which, in case I haven’t made myself clear, has yet to happen. Because of the overhead.”

“Then let’s reduce the costs—”

“I’ve slashed them, Vero. Elias barely got any hours this month.”

“Oh.” I’d assumed that now that Elias was a senior, he’d gotten too busy to work every weekend.

“I might have to let him go. Cut down on Lucille’s restorations, too. But Wanda is the only full-time employee and the store’s biggest expense, so I’m going to—”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“Wanda has been here since forever.”

“And I can no longer afford her.” He ran a hand through his hair. “There is a loan due to be repaid soon, and unless I can produce the kind of—”

“How much?”

He exhaled, and I felt irritation at his lack of transparency over McManaman’s situation—quickly swept away by the realization that . . . Why would he tell me? It’s not as though I’d ever asked. And he probably had no idea how attached I was to the place. I just worked here. “Listen, just tell me it’s real. Please, Vero.”

So I picked up the leaf and studied the two columns of evenly spaced Latin text. The richly inked Gothic typeface, framed with a vine-like illumination. When I held it up against the light, I could easily spot the chain lines. And yet, my stomach wrapped onto itself.

“This is spectacular,” I said, and regretted it the moment I noticed the slump of relief in Mortimer’s shoulders, because I had to hasten to add: “In the sense that it might be the best forgery I’ve ever seen.”

His glare was pure betrayal. I nearly let out a hysterical laugh, but he’d just mentioned laying off Wanda, and there was nothing funny about that.

“Whoever forged this went to great lengths to make sure that they were using rag-based paper, that the trimming was congruous with Gutenberg’s era, that the ink was oily enough. This tilt at the beginning of the line? It’s sophisticated. I can see why an expert would be fooled, especially if the provenance checked out. But this bit here? It’s like the lettering is too crisp. No indentation, no discoloration, no printing guide marks . . . This is a really well crafted replica. There are no obvious mistakes. The red flags are what’s missing. Not sure why the forger didn’t go the extra mile. I’m sorry, Mortimer.”

He ran a hand over his face. “Shit. I already had a collector interested.”

“Who?”

“Cromwell.”

“That asshole.” He was a Michigan-based oil exec. To him, rare objects were nothing more than a quirky way to diversify an investment portfolio. And he’d once touched Roxanne’s butt at a party. Barf.

“He may be an asshole,” Mortimer countered, “but he has money.”

“No but there. There’s definitely a causal relationship between the two. Maybe we should sell him the fake. Would serve him right.” It was a joke—an unfunny one, born out of anxiety and frustration. I forgot all about it the second I put down the leaf.

Mortimer, however, did not.

THE FOLLOWING MORNING, WHEN I WALKED OUT OF THE MINUScule basement office I shared with two other grads, he was waiting for me.

Again.

This time, he handed me a steaming paper cup and a little brown bag. When I peered inside and found a cream cheese Danish, his intentions clicked.

“The answer is no,” I said firmly.

“I haven’t even asked—”

“If a guy brings me a”—I inhaled deeply—“chestnut latte—did you call Roxanne for my order?—either he wants me to join him in a threesome, or he’s about to ask me to help him with a forgery, an illegal activity that carries a maximum of twenty years, which I do not wish to spend in a cell neighboring yours.”

“Vero.” He swallowed. “I don’t think there’s any other chance for McManaman’s.”

I scowled, because I’d been mulling over Mortimer’s revelations for the past twenty-four hours and had decided that he was exaggerating his financial issues. “I don’t believe you.”

“I have proof.”

“Do you.”

“I’ll show you the books. The accounts. And then you’ll see.”

He did. And I did.

That’s what turned my no into a yes.

IT TOOK WEEKS. TWELVE, TO BE PRECISE.

We agreed that using the forged leaf as a base would be the best way to go about it. The page, after all, could be improved upon. It had a documented history, and provenance wouldn’t need to be fabricated. More crucially, in the—perhaps likely—case we were caught, denial would be a viable option. We were fooled, too, I could picture Mortimer telling a haggard policeman who’d been pulled away from traffic patrols to deal with us. Those damn South Dakotans. Always at the scene of the crime.

The drawback was that I had no room for error. I spent weeks practicing how to create slight depressions in strategic areas, introduce inconsistency in the rubrication brushstrokes, believably age the paper.

I was no stranger to crime, and I prided myself on my moral flexibility, but I did have some values I was not going to compromise on. An art historian in training taking advantage of her expertise to pollute the shades of the antique book world with shoddy, counterfeit work was pretty fucking terrible, and it came with a healthy dose of guilt, but it still fell within the bubblegum-stretchy boundaries of my ethical concerns—especially if it could guarantee the livelihood of my friends. McManaman’s situation was dire, and this harebrained scheme could save the store, or at least give the others one or two more years to find new jobs.

Yes, it was wrong.

Yes, I did it anyway.

But I tried to mitigate the harm. “I get veto power,” I made Mortimer swear, jabbing my index finger under his nose. “You sell it to Cromwell or to someone like him—some one-percenter dickhead with Masonic ties who doesn’t give a shit about history. We’re not conning honest collectors out of their life savings—”

“Veto power.” Mortimer nodded earnestly.

“Swear it.”

“I do. On my soul.”

And then, of course, there was the thing inside of me that reminded me that I was my parents’ daughter and no hospital crib swap had ever occurred. The one that fed off the thrill of engaging in something forbidden, that wanted to see how far it could get through its own sweat and tricks. That part, too, was me—maybe more me than any other. So I practiced. And while I wasn’t sure I believed in an afterlife, I’d still mutter to myself, “Look away, Grace,” even though, in some ways, honing my forgery craftsmanship made me feel closer to her than I had since she’d been gone. She had, after all, always encouraged my artistic pursuits. In the last few years, they’d fallen on the back burner in favor of studying, analyzing, critiquing, understanding, and obsessing over other people’s art. To be once again working with different materials, producing, making, was thrilling at a level that I hadn’t anticipated.

So I discovered bits of myself that I’d lost track of, as well as everything there was to know about the leaf. I made my way through Latin words, squinted at angular, ornate letters, learned every stroke of the illumination by heart. I even searched for a translation, feeling that if I was going to spend that long a time over a piece of paper, I should at least know what it said. It was, as it turned out, the book of Leviticus. It said . . . Well, it said a lot of things. But the one that stuck with me was: No soul of you shall eat blood, nor shall any stranger who sojourns among you eat blood.

“Thank god we had no plan of doing that, hmm?” I told Cosimo.

He stared at me, unblinking, for a long while.

BY THE TIME I COMPLETED THE FORGERY, THE FALL SEMESTER OF my fourth year was almost over. I was scheduled to deliver my dissertation proposal in a couple of weeks, and not in a position to focus on anything but my studies. Still, when Mortimer flew to Cromwell with the leaf, I held my breath for two whole days.

See, Grace? I may be reckless, but I’m not stupid. I know to be terrified.

On the third day, the phone call came.

“His experts authenticated it.”

“How much?”

A pause. “Ninety thousand, Vero.”

Air rushed out of me. I hugged my knees to my chest and held myself for long minutes, pride and elation, dread and relief sweeping over me.

So, this is it—where it all began. Our biggest mistake, of course, was thinking that it would end there, too.

MONEY, WE QUICKLY FOUND OUT, HAD A PECULIAR CHARACTERIStic: The more one used it, the faster it ran out. At which point one needed to make more of it.

How unfortunate.

McManaman’s was flush for a few months, and then funds dwindled again. Mortimer and I had agreed that only fools persevere in tempting fate, and that one stroke of luck almost never translated to two. But circumstances being what they were . . .

If we’d stuck to the plan, I certainly wouldn’t be telling this story.

Still, we took precautions. We kept our actions a secret from everyone else at McManaman’s, not wanting to turn them into our unwitting accomplices. None of the subsequent forgeries were as flashy or lucrative as our first, and we were careful to operate within an important guideline: No fake was ever created from scratch. Every replica had to come to us with an established provenance. “We’re not making up new lies,” Mortimer told me one day, sounding suspiciously defensive. I’d only asked him how long the coffee had been sitting in the carafe. “We’re just . . . building on other people’s dishonesty.”

It was true enough. I mostly saw the fabrications as my favorite kind of crime: a victimless one—and no, the pockets of the three big collectors who bought the pieces, soulless C-suite types who surely donated to the Federalist Society to maximize their tax breaks, did not count as victims.

So I forged on. An early writing of The Explorations of Captain James Cook in the Pacific. The Great Gatsby, but without a dust jacket. A third printing of On the Origin of Species. A sixteenth-century French grimoire, full of unsettling drawings of grotesque demonic creatures. A John Adams autograph underneath a bookplate, just to hike up the value of an atlas.

The more pieces I worked on, the deeper the knowledge I accumulated, and the better my craft became. My small and otherwise crappy apartment was equipped with a large walk-in closet, which I stuffed with some metal shelves and a desk rescued from a curbside, and aspirationally began referring to as my studio. Even when I wasn’t actively working on a replica, I spent hours rubricating in blue and red ink, refining my knowledge of kerning, practicing intentional misalignments and antique binding techniques.

In hindsight, those were the good times. And yet, my undoing was in the making.

Probate sale, Mortimer texted me a couple of weeks before the fall semester of my fifth and final year started. That morning, I’d woken up uncharacteristically exhausted, with a metallic taste coating my mouth, and my head still buzzed with dreams I couldn’t recall. You free today?

I was a mess of freckles and golden skin from the scattered days I’d spent at a lake cabin with Roxanne and Rorie throughout the summer. Afternoons were still heated, even unbearable. The nights, balmy and starry. The only hints of the approaching fall were the thickening crowds of undergrads, slowly advancing on campus.

VERO: Who died?

MORTIMER: Some lady. I only know of her because she owned a First Folio a couple of decades ago. She sold it when she transitioned to coin collecting, but there might still be something interesting left.

Something interesting was the safe turn of phrase we used for unencrypted written communication. It could mean a chest full of riches. Magic beans. A cheap manuscript that could be turned into an outrageously expensive one.

VERO: Where?

MORTIMER: Twenty minutes away. Can we head out around five?

So I got in his Nissan Altima, stared straight ahead at the scenic Vermont highways to subdue my motion sickness, and pondered an uncomfortable reality: Even after knowing each other for four years and committing several felonious acts together, Mortimer and I still couldn’t avoid plunging into a stilted silence.

So awkward.

The old stone house was a Gothic Revival monstrosity. I usually enjoyed historical buildings, but the fieldstone walls and steep gables radiated an oppressive stillness that raised the hairs at my nape. At the door, the liquidator raised an eyebrow at my ratty denim cutoffs and lace vest top, and I found myself thinking that I wouldn’t have minded if he’d decreed me too uncouth to attend the sale. But he knew Mortimer, and I was eventually allowed inside to browse the earthly possessions of one Ms. Loretta Lefebvre, which were plentiful and displayed little internal consistency.

“Talk about an eclectic mind,” I murmured, staring at a lamp shaped like a fly agaric.

“She was loaded,” Mortimer said, like it was an explanation.

My eyes fell on a particularly ugly bronze putto, and I flinched back. “Too loaded, maybe.”

Only a handful of people milled around. Mortimer and I threaded through the rooms, exchanging comments about the improbable terra-cotta figurines, the foreign postal stamps, the yellowing possum skull that stared at us from a dusty glass case. By the time I spotted the Kensington Runestone, long shadows tinted the room yellow gold.

“No way.” I shook my head, chuckling. The artifact was a cheap replica, perhaps bought at a museum gift shop. The runestone itself, the original, was nothing but a hoax, a carved slab of graywacke that some nineteenth-century Minnesota farmer tried to pass off as proof that a Norse expedition had once reached North America. Still, there was something endearing about a copy that didn’t even bother trying, an attempt so guileless, I couldn’t help leaning forward to study the sharp lines of the lettering, the weathered texture of the slab.

“The runic alphabet is fascinating,” I said when Mortimer came to stand behind me. He’d given up on finding hidden treasures and hadn’t peeled his eyes off his phone for the last ten minutes. “I wish it hadn’t been co-opted by every nazi movement under the sun.”

“So would the Vikings, I’d hazard,” Mortimer said at my back. Except, no—not Mortimer. The voice was too low-pitched and much too Queen’s English to be his.

I spun around and found myself at eye level with a wide chest covered in a black shirt and dark gray blazer. To find a face, my gaze had to slide up several inches—a rare occurrence for me, with either men or women. I took in—automatically, almost against my will—an impression of stony bone structure, dark hair tamed into obedience around an obsessively neat part, deep-set green eyes narrowed to an observant stare.

Viking, I thought.

No, I hadn’t thought it. He had said the word, just a few seconds earlier. Was saying it again, in that accent that made me think of croquet and coats of arms.

“Vikings’ trade routes spanned Europe and Asia. They were a rather racially diverse society, one that offers a remarkably poor fit for white supremacist talking points. Not that historical accuracy seems to be of import.” He spoke mildly, crisply, clean long vowels and dropped r’s, a hypnotic depth to his voice that had little to do with timbre. Even now, after so long a time has passed, I’m not sure how to explain its effect on me. I’ll still make an attempt: I felt as though I heard him not with my ears, but with my flesh and ligaments and marrow. His words, his stare, thrummed inside the hollow of my bones like a million flapping wings.

My heart broke into a race, and I couldn’t shake the impression that he was able to hear it pound. Instinctively, I retreated, until the edge of a table rammed into the flesh of my thigh, forcing me to stop.

My eyes never left his clean-shaven face, which was young, but not boyish. A small scar from an old cut dissected the right side of his forehead, faded and pink. Two more traveled over his straight, high nose and chiseled chin. The deepest, though, ran through the back of his right hand, which he held out to me. “I am Dr. Viktor Ashworth,” he said politely. “I teach in the History department at Rockhaven University. How do you do?”

I stared down at his fingers, unmoving. Unsettled.

Why was I unsettled? He was perfectly pleasant. This was just some guy, a couple of years older, looking for a five-minute conversation to pass the time. Or maybe to get laid. Although he wasn’t my usual fare—too straitlaced to be hitting on someone whose piercings routinely set off metal detectors. The meticulous, repressed type. Probably annoyed that I was chewing gum in his face.

That didn’t make him a threat, though, did it?

In the end, it all boiled down to my gut reaction to him, that odd feeling that I was being picked apart and assessed. The burst of alarm popping in my stomach.

I didn’t want to be in his line of sight for a moment longer, and that was that.

“Nice to meet you,” I said reflexively, without smiling or offering my name. “Excuse me, my boyfriend must be looking for me. There he is.”

I gave the man a wide berth. With the corner of my eye I saw him nod, once, with razor precision, and clasp his hands behind his back. I felt his gaze follow me and pushed down the urge to run, to turn around to avoid giving him my back.

“There you are.” Mortimer tapped at his phone and didn’t lift his eyes.

“We need to go,” I whispered.

“Yeah. I’ve only seen junk. Let’s speed through the rooms we haven’t—”

“We need to go now.”

If he’d asked why, I couldn’t have given him a satisfactory explanation. But my alarm came across, and Mortimer nodded without protest, trying to keep up with my decidedly not leisurely gait.

“Vero, what—”

“Later.” I sped up. This was new to me—acting with no apparent reason. Listening to my instincts. Then again, my instincts had never shouted at me that loudly before. When we made it to Mortimer’s car, I let out a sigh of relief.

Until I heard footsteps against the gravel.

“Unlock,” I hissed at Mortimer, sliding my fingers under the handle of the passenger door.

“I’m trying. The button sticks sometimes—”

“Ms. Mercer,” an unknown voice called. Male. Foreign, but not British. Not the guy from before. Which was a weird thing to be this relieved about. “Could we have a minute?”

“No,” I said without turning. But then I noticed another man. This one was tall and pale, wore pitch-black sunglasses, and was approaching from behind Mortimer, on the other side of the Nissan.

“Ms. Mercer,” the first man repeated. “We would like a minute with you. And you don’t really have a choice in the matter.”

That’s when it dawned on me how fucked we were.

MORTIMER AND I HAD DISCUSSED MANY, MANY TIMES WHAT TO DO if confronted with our less than lawful activities. We had explored scenarios in which we were discovered by the authorities, by collectors, or by other experts, and put in place well-rehearsed protocols that consisted of acting gobsmacked, flatly denying every accusation, and lawyering up as soon as possible.

Of course, we never envisioned that we’d be caught by other criminals.

Because that’s what they were, the people who discreetly showed their weapons, forced us into the back of two different cars, then tied our hands and blindfolded us. Criminals. Except, better at their craft than we’d ever be.

The drive lasted twenty minutes, and I tried to keep track of every turn, but quickly got overwhelmed. Even with my heart hammering in my throat, I knew there was no point in making a scene. As I was led inside a house that smelled like citrus and cedarwood, then forced to sit on a soft, unspecified surface after seventy-three steps and two lefts, I bided my time and swallowed the urge to scream.

I suspected that there would be time for that later.

Once the fabric was lifted from my face, my eyes were slow to adjust, sensitive to the late-afternoon light filtering inside. I was in a bright, west-facing expanse of a room parqueted with white oak. An office, probably. I tilted up my head to take in high ceilings, art nouveau furniture, and a mezzanine library that wrapped around the upper floor.

These people had money, which was never a good sign.

They’d sat me on a green velvet couch, and my wrists were still tied in front of me. Standing just a few feet away were the two goons who had approached us—screw that, abducted us. And crouched in front of me, even closer, was the man who’d introduced himself at the auction.

Dr. BBC McFuckface.

He cleared his throat, then said, in the same perfectly enunciated, dispassionate tone as before, “I mean you no harm, Ms. Mercer.”

“Could have fooled me.” The words came out hoarse. I should have been terrified, and I was, but the main breakthrough emotion was simmering, incandescent rage. “Listen, whatever you plan to do with me, once people realize I’m missing they’ll trace my phone’s last location, and end up right at your doorstep, so . . .” I trailed off as he slipped my phone out of the pocket of his jacket. It had been turned off, the battery removed.

Shit.

“Mortimer’s car—”

“Is currently parked at his house.”

“There are security cameras everywhere.”

“No. Not everywhere.”

Real, unfiltered dread crept over me.

“Is there anything else I may have forgotten, Ms. Mercer?” He sounded polite. And patient.

“Let. Me. Go.”

“I will. Soon. And you will be free to report me to law enforcement at your earliest convenience. Of course, that would require you to explain how exactly you came to find yourself in this situation, which is certain to interest the authorities for a variety of reasons.”

I clenched my jaw. Was I petty enough to spend two decades in federal prison just to stick it up this guy’s ass?

Food for thought.

“As previously discussed, I brought you here for a private conversation, and I mean you no harm. But your reservations are only natural. Perhaps apologies are in order.”

“Perhaps.”

“When I asked that you be brought to me, I didn’t intend this to be the manner in which it was done.”

“It’s not like you specified,” said the man behind him with an elegant shrug. “And this is the manner in which we usually take people.” He was the handsome blond who’d appeared behind Mortimer, with a strong jaw and a pockmarked face. His accent was faint, French or maybe Portuguese.

“Pierre is correct. Hence the . . . misunderstanding.” There was no trace of remorse in his expression.

Fuck you, I thought, bile rising in my throat. “Sure. Well, I’m tired of chewing this piece of gum. You have five seconds to free my wrists, or I’ll spit it out on your pretty Isfahan rug.”

He stood and deftly fastened the single button of his jacket. Then he held out his open hand, letting it hover below my chin.

Fuck you, I thought again. But I leaned forward and let the gum drop from my lips into his palm, trying not to be too disappointed by his lack of disgust or his unhurried movements as he tossed it. Then he returned, unbuttoned his jacket again, and once more lowered himself to eye level.

Unflappable. He was impossible to perturb.

I pretended to be sore, twisting my arms a little to check the ropes for any give, but there was none. He stoically, placidly watched me, then said, “Ms. Mercer, let me assure you that I am an admirer of yours.”

I snorted. “You can’t be serious.”

“I struggle to be anything but, I’m afraid.”

“Do you just not know what ‘admirer’ means?”

“When I introduced myself back at the house you seemed . . . preoccupied. At the risk of being repetitive: My name is Dr. Viktor Ashworth.” A pause. “You may address me as Dr. Ashworth.”

I smiled. “How lovely to meet you, Vicky. What the
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