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“I think we ought to read only the kind of books that wound or stab us. If the book we're reading doesn't wake us up with a blow to the head, what are we reading for? So that it will make us happy, as you write? Good Lord, we would be happy precisely if we had no books, and the kind of books that make us happy are the kind we could write ourselves if we had to. But we need books that affect us like a disaster, that grieve us deeply, like the death of someone we loved more than ourselves, like being banished into forests far from everyone, like a suicide. A book must be the axe for the frozen sea within us. That is my belief.”

—Franz Kafka, Letter to his friend Oskar Pollak, January of 1904

“Art is the greatest game, the supreme entertainment, because you discover the game as you play it. There is only one rule . . . Astonish us!"

—Pauline Kael, I Lost It at the Movies
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Preface


About a year ago, when not attending to the necessities of survival here on the island called Heresy Press, we launched a cache of personal invitations to established authors whose work we’d come to admire, each solicitation in its own glass bottle.

The message was simple: If you can manage it, please write for us a story sufficiently audacious, offbeat, experimental, cryptic, disorienting, discomfiting, impertinent, tasteless, or annoying that it would quite likely meet with rejection by the average mainstream editor. Alternatively, send us a prepublished story you might have submitted to Heresy Press had that island been discovered at the time you wrote it. To get the juices flowing, you may wish to mull over Franz Kafka’s famous challenge, “A book must be the axe for the frozen sea within us.”

Presently the glass bottles came bobbing back, lodging in the tide pools, glittering in the sun, and crammed with fiction. We popped the corks and scrutinized our haul. The authors, we soon realized, had acquitted themselves well. Each offering awakened us to a world worth exploring.

Although we were tempted to frame these contributions by describing their premises or indicating their accomplishments, in the end we decided to let the stories speak for themselves, and we shall keep you from them no longer.
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Miss Pretty Bradford Morrow



We cannot see things as they are, for we are compelled by a necessity of nature to see things as we are. We can never get rid of ourselves.

—Unattributed, The Atlas, 1831



I had hoped never to set eyes on Eldritch House again, much less inherit it. Yet here I was, standing before its imposing arched hickory door that rose to twice my height, while my daughter, Wolsey, hovered behind in the green shadows of an Adirondack afternoon. Though I’d been on the road since predawn to get here, I found myself still deeply uncertain whether or not I should claim this perplexing inheritance after decades of self-exile. Quite literally wavering on the porch, I gazed down at the overgrown lawn that led to an old boathouse and, beyond, the breeze-ruffled lake whose sunlit ripples seemed to wink at me. Unnerved, I knew I could turn around, pile Wolsey into the rental car, and drive straight back to the city. But being broke and pretty much unemployable, living on the edge of the edge with my own daughter in a cramped one-bedroom not far from the vile Gowanus Canal—where the catches of the day were sewer worms and methanogenic Archaea—I supposed that making this unexpected transition was the only sensible thing to do. Still, whether to stay or fly could be argued either way, I thought, distracted by the sudden clapping of wings 2above me where a family of rock doves had taken residence under the eaves.

Somehow, they made the decision for me. My own wings instinctively rose a little, my feathers ruffled then resettled.

“Can I go swimming, Piper?” my daughter asked, hiding behind a hob-blebush, using my first name as she’d done since early youth.

“You have any idea how cold that water is? Besides, we both know you can’t swim.”

“I got to learn someday, don’t I? Specially if we’re gonna live here.”

“Let’s talk about this tomorrow,” I said, reaching into my jacket pocket and pulling out the keys my mother’s lawyer had sent me in a certified mail parcel earlier that week.

The news of her passing still felt unreal. She was one of those people who gave the strong impression of immortality, a person too stubborn to succumb to mere death. Together with the keys was a legal document that outlined the bequest of a generous sum of money along with Eldritch and its surrounding property. True it was that we hadn’t spoken in many years, were as estranged as the north poles of two magnets, but I was her only blood kin, as the document stated, and the house was mine if I agreed to the terms of the will. Terms that were stifling, if not cruel.

What gave me serious pause was the proviso that obligated me to make Eldritch my sole residence, one I was prohibited from leaving. Not that this was such a burdensome demand at first glance. I’d played in these woods, canoed on this lake, raised my pet society finches here, had a cache of many good memories from ages nine to nineteen or so. That I suffered here too was ancient history I could probably get past under other circumstances. But the will, to my horror, asserted I could only venture beyond its lands to attend to medical needs. Funds were provided for bringing supplies, food, and other staples to my door. I could walk in those woods, ply that lake, live on the top floor where the bedrooms were situated. But I could not redecorate, make any alterations to the original furniture or decorations or collections or anything else. I was to act as Eldritch House’s 3sole steward, curator, caretaker, and museum guide, in order to “preserve its storied history and welcome visitors interested in its famous resident for generations to come.”

In other words, I was to be both its warden and prisoner.

And should I refuse to accept my bequest? A clause in the will provided that the house would be razed, its contents destroyed, and the land turned into a bird sanctuary. And from it I would be permanently exiled.

Built by my mother during the decade before the atom-bomb war, Eldritch was her sanctuary, a fortress where she could be safe from the legion of adoring, inquisitive, and troubled fans who had turned her into a cult figure, the last of the famous bird women. After years of relentless touring as a legendary sideshow star, one of the freakiest of phreeques in her heyday, she married for money and hid herself and me away here when her career began to wane. Whereas other buildings in these bucolic mountains were constructed with local cedar, birch twig work, and bark siding—rustic and homey and fanciful—hers was fashioned of hewn limestone, stern and angular as a bank or prison. The place was even outfitted with forbidding stone gargoyles along its ramparts.

Like its owner, Eldritch was conspicuously out of place.

I unlocked the door’s three deadbolts, noticing that one of them seemed newly installed while the others were as antique as the big brass knocker that replicated the head of a shoebill stork, my mother’s favorite of all species. Like a nimble ghost, Wolsey silently darted past me as I pushed open the door and stepped into the grand foyer.

Never had a dwelling felt so uninhabited, so bereft. The atmosphere itself was patinaed with exhaustion. Yet it was so familiar. The brown light angling in from unwashed windows. The umbrella stand shaped like brass cranes circling each other. I looked up to see the vaulted ceiling just as I remembered it, painted with a tromp-l’oeil sky of powder blue, roiling with white and gray clouds, dotted with skylarks and swifts. Unlike the fresh mountain air outside, in here it was thick and lush and tarry, the kind of air that hung over the fusty Gowanus near our old flat.
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“Wolsey?” I shouted, remembering she had never been to Eldritch. “Don’t get lost, young lady.”

“You don’t get lost,” she called back, her voice like a distant whisper from somewhere in the house.

Closing the heavy door behind me, I walked down the central hall hung with original Audubon prints (mostly raptors: gyrfalcons, ospreys, kestrels) that I remembered all too well from childhood days, and climbed the carpeted staircase to the second floor—the so-called museum floor. As if pulled along by an invisible wire, I made my way past grand rooms that constituted a vast curiosity cabinet of memorabilia.

Should I agree to the terms of the will, I’d be tasked with the care of her plumaged wardrobe worn by a flock of mannequins, along with a display of her bird-feet shoes and head feathers in glass vitrines in one room. And in another, her vast collection of rare and extinct stuffed birds and other avian exotica that she’d acquired during her travels across the country and abroad. I passed chambers with framed vintage carnival and movie posters, a library of antiquarian leather-bound books on medical oddities and freaks of nature, eclectic furniture with bird-patterned upholstery, even a collection of ominous antique bird cages. The array was spellbinding and ghastly.

At the far end of the landing, I reached a shut door. I tried the handle, wondering where my daughter had gotten off to. It wasn’t locked so I slowly turned the black porcelain knob, holding my breath, and switched on the overhead lights.

The shuttered room—what I had christened the bad room—was now illuminated, and any hope I’d held that sometime during all these intervening years my mother would have emptied it of its transgressive and evil objects, its medieval hardware, its appalling surgical devices, was dashed. I stepped inside just a few feet as my heart sank. More than sank—shattered. How could she have left everything just as it had been during my youth, the years that led up to my fleeing this place? It was all I could do not to scream, as I had done so often in times past.
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“Wolsey,” I cried out, backing away into the hallway.

Nothing.

“Wolsey,” again.

“What?” she said, appearing at my side.

“Changed my mind about going down to the lake.”

“Oh yay! We’re going swimming?”

“No, not today,” I said, shutting the door to the bad room. “But maybe a wade along the shore’s a good idea after all—”

“Told you so!”

—and just like that I slipped into a déjà vu where I realized, once again from some nebulous earlier moment, that I might not be able to abide by my mother’s oppressive bequest even though the alternative left me right back where I started. Like trading a burnt-out cinder for a cold coal. A short straw for a sharp blade.

As Wolsey and I left the house and strolled through the calf-high grass down toward the pebble beach by the boathouse (original to the estate and left unchanged), I sensed—no, I knew—I had made these reflections and walked this hillside by the lake before. It seemed to me after it had already seemed to me, that wading in the frigid water might refresh my mind as well as my feet. Sitting once more on my favorite stone outcropping shaped like the outstretched fingers and palm of a buried giant, I removed my shoes and socks. When I glanced up, I saw Wolsey, naked, her pink sundress and black sneakers left behind on the rocks, already out there in the mild blue-black waves, swimming away as she’d done last month or last year or the year before. That is, sort of swimming, clumsily splashing and plunging and slapping away at the surface of the water.

Like last time, I decided there was no point calling out to warn her not to venture out too far, reminding her she didn’t know how to swim. Even if she heard me, she wouldn’t listen. That girl always had a mind of her own.

[image: ]
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Miss Pretty, they called me. Little Miss Pretty. Most of the people in our singular troupe meant it as a compliment. A few gently mocked me— Pretty Piper, Piper Pretty—or maybe were passingly jealous—why should fate shine such a benevolent light on Little Miss Pretty when they themselves were forced to make the best of far harsher destinies?

Even though I was still a toddler, I could tell from their expressions and tones of voice what they were saying. I didn’t need some dictionary to grasp the meaning of their words. To this day, I like to think I didn’t blame the dour ones for their feelings and instinctively knew that all, or at least many, of them wished me no ill.

Pretty or not, I bore little or no resemblance to most of the women, men, and hybrids my mother worked with in the ensemble, gentle souls we regarded as family while our caravan moved from town to town, state to state, like pioneers forever in search of a homeland we’d never find. Besides, if I had been pretty—I’d never seen any surviving photos of myself from those early years—I imagine it would have been in an ordinary little-girl kind of way. Fair to middling with brown eyes, brown hair, a spray of freckles the color of raisins across my face.

What did make me exceptional was that my mother, who suffered from Virchow-Seckel syndrome, had been able to conceive and give birth to me, albeit prematurely, in the first place. To protect both mom and newborn, the news of my miracle birth was quarantined from the freelance writers and shutterbugs who followed us around through rain and drought, any of whom would’ve paid decent money for the story. I mean, the monster that gives life to a human? The Frankenstein story reversed? Who could resist?

And yet, speaking of miracles, not one among the forty or so members of our traveling band of prodigies, mutants, misfits—not to mention our drivers, roadies, and cook—leaked a word about me. We were an odd lot to be sure. But a loyal one as well, no matter any petty differences.

These are the folks I grew up with. Horace the bearded woman. Gracine, whose sacral agenesis left her legless, though she could hop-step 7around on her strong arms, brimming with life, quicker than I could walk. My best friends, Jayne and Jill, the conjoined twins, with whom I spent many hours of the day reading books and playing cards. Gus was a severe microcephalatic with a tiny head and the wrinkles of a shar-pei over his skull that made him look like a brain with a face. One of the sweetest beings ever to breathe the foul air of a performance tent.

My dwarf buddies Harlan and Clarence were always up to tricks, not always legal or funny. Picking the pockets of visitors to the show was a habit of theirs, deplorable I suppose, though it made genius use of their stature and, besides, they never once got caught. Marco the giant, billed as the tallest man alive at over eight feet, was often entrusted to look after me when my mother was called upon to perform. How lucky I was to see the world from his vantage whenever he perched me on his shoulders. Our mermaid was Stella, whose drowning shut us down for a month while local authorities investigated, eventually concluding her death was accidental. Given that, in faith, Stella was the only one among us who wasn’t a true freak, our manager decided not to replace her.

There were, of course, others, human and animal—I took a great liking to our two-headed salamander, and almost forgot to mention Leland the Snake, born without limbs, his clothing made from a modified gunny sack tied with silver ribbons at the neck, who loved to recite passages from Shakespeare that he had memorized to pass the time. From early on, I was honored to be his page turner and in this way I myself learned bits from the late tragedies, the plays he most preferred aside from his very favorite, The Tempest. He himself was, after all, a bit of a mooncalf.

All of these deformed angels were, in my eyes, far beyond pretty. They were beautiful.

And my mother? Unlike my own tortured path to a cross-avian life, a path on which I, Little Miss Pretty, was half-carved into extinction, being a human bird came to her naturally. Her appearance was the product of a deviant strain in our family’s genetic pool—a congenital skeletal disorder that gave her tiny head a birdlike appearance—one that had afflicted her 8most cruelly but on which she profited in every possible way. Unlike other bird women of the era, the famous Koo Koo the Bird Girl or Molina the Pinhead, better known as the Stork Woman, my mother didn’t suffer from mental deficits that were typical of people afflicted with Seckel. She could speak in complete sentences rather than the gibberish that Koo Koo, also named the Blind Girl from Mars, often did. Though toothless, she was somehow able to radiate kindness with a narrow, misshapen smile—I’d learned that a pure freak can almost always compensate for shortcomings with ingenuity and flair. It was endlessly a marvel to behold and humbling to witness.

Thin and bald, her eyesight wasn’t the best—she was more kiwi than tawny owl—but her range of birdcalls was breathtaking. Snapping her beak of a nose up toward the sky, she could bring forth with startling authenticity the songs of dozens of different species from around the world. Her kookaburra was nonpareil, with lusty chuckling and eerie cackles. She could mimic a northern mockingbird with the same ingenuity as the songbird itself. My favorite was her meadowlark, which would delight me whenever she placed me on her feathery lap and practiced her songs. It was during those special times on the road that I honestly did love her and believe she loved me too.

“I never want to leave here,” Wolsey cried out from halfway up the hill toward the house. Her wavy waist-length hair was already dry after her adventure in the lake and breezes ruffled the edges of her cheerful smock. Because her sneakers were still here on the shore, she must have been barefoot—such a wonderful treat for a city girl. Made me happy to see her happy.

My déjà vu evaporated like a lake mist burned away by the sun. Though my feet were bright pink and half-frozen, I did feel revived after the long journey and my encounter with the bad room. Maybe Wolsey had the right idea. Imprisoned in paradise was surely preferable to living free near a smelly, stagnant canal.

“You forgot your shoes,” I said.
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Her pale tresses blew out to the side like a white flag, giving her the look of an old fairytale woman.

“I’m hungry,” she replied, in an unmistakably youthful voice.

“Too hungry to come back and put on your shoes?” picking them up anyway and starting back toward the house. When I glanced ahead, she had already disappeared.

The fridge was stocked with fresh food—milk, eggs, cheese—and in the pantry we found bread, canned goods, and other supplies. On another day I might have seen this as presumptuous, an arrogant prediction about the choice I would make to accept the terms of the will. But Wolsey was right about not leaving. Our road had run out. It wasn’t a good moment to be ungrateful to whomever had laid in these provisions.

Eating breakfast at dinnertime, I reread the terms of my inheritance in the futile hope that I had missed a phrase, a clause, wording that might show me a way around the restrictions hammered like coffin nails into the will. But I could read the pages over and over until both they and I turned to dust, and nothing would change. Why, I had to wonder, would one bird want to cage another? Why clip the very wings she was so intent upon furnishing me with? Why disappear her daughter, who was already as invisible to the world as the granddaughter she never met?

Wolsey chose her bedroom on the third floor, one with a clear view of the vast lake. I opted for the corner room adjacent, which looked out over the water from windows along one wall and, from another, the curved peastone drive that led here from the edge of the pine woods. The moon that night was well beyond waxing crescent. A lone barred owl cooed over and over from somewhere in the forest. Before I finally drifted off to sleep, I realized its repeated calls were meant to draw a response that never came.

Next morning, I phoned the attorney to inform him I agreed to the terms of the will. He said he could come that same afternoon to sign the paperwork.

The die was cast.
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Wolsey was out wandering the woods while I finally brought in our bags from the rental car. Unpacking wasn’t hard because we owned so little. Wouldn’t be a stretch to admit we all but arrived with the clothes on our backs. Wolsey’s battered ukulele. Her collection of sea glass from a trip to Penobscot Bay. My feathery outfits, some of them Native American in origin like the one Koo Koo wore as she danced on the dinner table in Tod Browning’s 1932 movie Freaks. A leather medicine bag that held red palm and coconut oils, methyl soyate, and other balms for cleaning and oiling my feathers. My extensive makeup kit that I’d assembled either to intensify my birdlike appearance or to make my hands and face nearly human—it filled a suitcase. I also had ordinary self-care products, soap and razor, as my torso, from pits to pubis, was left entirely unmodified by the plastic surgeons imported by my mother to revise me.

Out of respect for the lawyer, I decided to subdue my birdish looks as much as possible. This way he could see my half-human, half-avian appearance with his own eyes. Could see my mother’s handiwork up front. Maybe he would take pity on me and find a way to overturn at least the most cruel of her last wishes, open this limestone birdcage so I could come and go like any other person, for Wolsey’s sake if nothing else.

I had coffee ready for him when I heard the shoebill knocker rapping on the door. When I pulled it open, I was struck by his large stature and soft gray eyes. Kind eyes, not the eyes of a lawyer, I thought, looking away past the man.

“So, well, I imagine you’ve been here many times, Mr. Haas.”

“Vernon, please. But honestly, no,” he said, as he joined me in the cloud-covered foyer. “I’ve seen some insurance company pictures from an assessment a few years ago, but it’s way more impressive in person.”

We exchanged smiles. Even though he was staring at me just like I had been staring at him moments ago, he showed no alarm at my appearance. Maybe the light was dimmer than I thought.

“Looks like something out of the English countryside, like, say, Sussex. Merchant Ivory, Regency period.”
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I led him into the dining room just off the kitchen, asked when was the last time he saw my mother. Did she die peacefully?

“No, no—I never met her face-to-face. She preferred phone and mail,” he said. “I’ve seen photos in the papers and a couple of books about her life. I knew her late husband a little, that’s how I got involved with the estate.”

Her late husband, Lyle, my father of sorts.

I am positive this attorney from Canton had known him better than I ever did or wanted to. The reason my mother had chosen this faraway county of St. Lawrence as the place to build her square castle was because Lyle had grown up near Tupper Lake, knew the mountains since childhood. How he became the manager of the troupe before I was even born remained a mystery that I never bothered trying to solve.

He suffered me like I was a low fever. I avoided him like the proverbial plague. I cannot know for sure, but imagine he was one of those mockers whose disdain was clear to me even in the cradle, though he was every inch as unextraordinary as I. When I learned after his death, in a rare moment of my mother letting down her guard, that he owned the rights of every freak he employed—images, stories, hereditary backgrounds, costumes, tricks, all but their fragile souls—and profited from underground movies he produced in secret, exploitative trash for adult theaters, flicks that blatantly compromised them, I hated the man more than ever. (Not that I’d had better taste in men. Just better judgment. I left Wolsey’s father; my mother stayed with mine.) Had I known about his doings before a massive heart attack felled him, it would’ve been a privilege to report him to the authorities in every single district our troupe ever visited. He would have perished under the sheer weight of all the indictments. Through all of this, my mother stuck up for him to the end. I may have admired her for the stubborn survivalist approach she took to life, but by then my love for her was in tatters.

“In our last call after the stroke, your mom was trying really hard to tell me something,” said Haas, sliding his set of the signed legal papers into his briefcase. “Her doctor said that aphasia was very common for somebody in her condition.”
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That caught my attention. Selfishly, I wondered if on her deathbed she’d maybe had second thoughts about caging me up at Eldritch.

As if reading my mind, he went on, “Nothing to do with the will. It was about something hidden at the house, I mean here, this house.”

“Never heard of anything like that,” I said, nonplussed. “She give you any hints what it was? Where in the house? Why it was—”

“No, sorry. Nothing I could make any sense of.”

“Did you look?”

“Of course not,” he said, standing up from the table. During our walk down the long hallway toward the front door, he added, “It wasn’t a clear directive. Would’ve been unethical for me to come poking around a client’s empty residence.”

“I understand,” I said.

“Just thought to mention, as it might make more sense to you than it did to me.”

“Doesn’t,” I admitted. “But thanks.”

Before reaching his car, he turned around and surprised me by saying, “I try never to comment on such things, but the terms of this bequeathal are eccentric, shall we say. I hope you’ll make the best of it. Eldritch House is yours now. You’ve the right to search every inch of the place. Frankly, I don’t think you ought to get your hopes up about what she was trying to say. Her mind was pretty far out there by then.”

Despite myself, I liked this gray-eyed Vernon Haas. Liked that he had betrayed no reaction whatever to my unusual avian presence. Not a word or wince, not a side glance, nothing that showed the slightest discomfort I was so used to experiencing when meeting others. That is, others who weren’t themselves one of us peculiars.

[image: ]
The idea wasn’t mine. It wasn’t even an idea. Ideas are open to discussion and this wasn’t anything like that. Instead, it was posed as a rite of passage 13on my path to becoming a full-fledged member of the troupe. One with the primary purpose of continuing my mother’s illustrious legacy.

That I initially went along with the plan shames and infuriates me now. A more confident girl would have rejected it out of hand, refused to comply with such madness. My body was my body. Looking back, staring at the lake from my sunlit bedroom after sleeping more peacefully than expected, I recognized things for what they were. A sad case of a naive, isolated young woman who conceded her rights and freedoms—the right to live in the body she was born with—while pitifully hoping to gain her mother’s approval. That, and to better fit into a vagabond community that already adored her for who she was, wingless and songless and altogether human.

At least I’d had the presence of mind to run away before they finished the last series of surgeries. Despite the heavy haze of sodium pentothal they used when I lay on the operating table in the bad room, I had memories of the monstrous procedures. Their precision bone breaking and long periods in casts as they reshaped my arms and legs. Remembered the metal clamps used to decompress and lengthen my neck. The worst part of it all is that my torturers were very professional, spoke with confidence at the dining room table as they had dinner and wine downstairs before retiring for the night.

My mother spent a lot of money thinking she was doing something good and necessary on my behalf, I like to believe. But if that year of secret plastic surgeries performed within these walls were intended to have a life-changing outcome of remaking me in my mother’s image, bringing me closer to her and carrying her legacy forward, all they did was further estrange me. I can attest to them changing my life forever. Just not in ways that she and my progenitor Lyle—I’m sure he was in favor of the procedures too—had hoped.

Blind to the world beyond themselves, they were oblivious to trends.

The hardcore freak-show industry at the heart of their lives was on a slow slump as the country entered the new world war, the second one 14they were forced to live through. Used to be that going to a sideshow gave people a fleeting chance to enjoy feelings of superiority, of pity toward the weirdos they’d bought tickets to giggle at or recoil from. But times were changing. Whatever cheap catharsis folks had derived from these spectacles didn’t come as readily as before, now that their fathers, sons, and brothers were dying overseas in places they’d never heard of, let alone visited. The traveling carny of the maimed and pitiable had moved to a different theater.

If original bird women like Elizabeth Green the Stork Girl, Koo Koo the Bird Girl a.k.a. Minnie Woolsey (after whom I named my daughter), and my mother Dolores once had a viable niche in the early years of the nineteen-hundreds, the brave-new-world creatures that rose to mid-century popularity were a very different breed. Bigger, scarier monsters like Godzilla captured the imagination of the post-Hiroshima, postwar years. Monsters awakened by nuclear bombs from hibernation in the deep ocean or under the earth, creatures in black lagoons and aliens from outer space—these were what audiences clamored to see. Not Horace the bearded woman, not legless Gracine. While people’s vulgarity remained the same, the objects of their appetites had mutated like the very monsters of this new fire-breathing world.

Even if I had survived the final surgeries they’d planned and the almost inevitable infections that might follow, I would never have been able to compete with Godzilla. How could implanting my torso with quet-zal feathers and other colorful plumage give me a proper bird’s breast? Give me a fighting chance in a culture that would soon enough shrug at bird women?

It hardly mattered that the new generation of monsters was far less “real” than my kindly freaks had ever been. Our moves weren’t stop-motion; our presences weren’t confined to celluloid. But while I could tell myself that they were inferior, I knew that my friends and I were powdered wigs in an age of Brylcreem.

Wolsey tapped on my bedroom door.
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“Ready for breakfast?” I asked, pulling on my frayed jeans.

“Coffee, please,” she said. “No sugar.”

“Wols, you don’t drink coffee any more than you swim,” I told her and opened my door onto an empty hall. Was it me, I wondered, or had she gotten more elusive since we arrived here?

A pale lemon sun had just risen. No clouds in the sky. A beautiful day lay ahead for others. Mine was going to be spent in the bad room, dealing with bad decisions and hoping to discover whatever my dying mother was alluding to in her final hours.

Wolsey sat across from me at the kitchen island as I ate toast and finished my cup of coffee, staring, her head tilted to one side.

“You all right?” I asked.

“You need help in the bad room or can I go outside?”

“Outside’s fine,” I said. “Just so long as you stay away from the lake.”

A choir of red-eyed vireos, black-capped chickadees, and other nearby birds cheerfully sang away while we ate in silence. I was, for no reason, in a good mood. Maybe I could make this life sentence in Eldritch work out.

“I found his grave, you know,” said Wolsey.

“Whose grave?”

An impish look on her face. She’d brushed her hair to a silkiness this morning.

“Grampa Lyle’s,” she said. “I found it up there on the mountain. His name’s on a big old stone.”

“Since when did you start calling him Grampa?” I asked, and because my father was in fact buried with his ancestors in Saint Alphonsus Cemetery near the north end of Tupper Lake, rather than question her further, I added, “Maybe you ought to stay away from there, too.”

“Why?”

“No reason, just think it’s a little creepy. Can you play somewhere else? I’m going to look around in the bad room by myself.”

“Piper’s afraid of the bad room.”

16
“Wolsey, honey. I got this,” and set my plate and cup in the sink, turned, and climbed the stairs to the museum floor. She was going to play where she was going to play. I had little control over her, so why pretend otherwise.

This time I opened the door far less tentatively. The door was my property now, unlike yesterday, and so was the bad room. I switched on the lights, flung wide the shutters, and opened the windows to let in light and air this dreary room hadn’t known in a long time. Had I never been here before I probably would have shrieked. The trays of scalpels, forceps, clamps, and other implements that I had no names for were laid out neatly on carts around the room. Sharp and dull, some were shiny, some tarnished, but— arrayed around an operating table—they all looked treacherous to my eye.

My search behind furniture and underneath rugs, in metal boxes and drawers, combing every inch of the chamber, took the entire day. I came up empty. Maybe the bad room was too obvious to have made a good hiding place. I did leave the shutters open and covered the offensive trays with sheets. Over the following days I ferreted around in the memorabilia rooms that lined her—my, I kept forgetting—museum floor. Same outcome. Third floor, nothing. A thorough search of the ground level led to frustration and disappointment, although I did discover a mustard tin filled with human teeth.

“How d’you know they’re human?” Wolsey asked at dinner that evening.

“Well, they’re not hen’s teeth,” I said, offering a lame joke meant to lighten the mood.

Wolsey groaned.

Still, she was only too happy to take it down to the boathouse landing the following morning and throw it far out into the lake. A small, satisfying, untraceable rebellion against the last will and testament. Realizing I ought to search the boathouse too, I walked down to join her.

It pleased me beyond reason, curiously, that I owned a flotilla’s worth of canoes, paddles, and life jackets. But as echoey waves lapped against 17the pilings beneath the structure, I once more failed to find whatever it was I’d been looking for, assuming there was something to find. Either way, though, I had gotten to know Eldritch House like the palm of my hand—not sure I’ve disclosed that I do have hands with palms—so that was at least something.

[image: ]
As for visitors to the Eldritch museum? Contrary to my mother’s hopes, no one came knocking on the great arched door or telephoned ahead to make tour reservations. I could “preserve its storied history” but her exuberant and disturbed fans of years past seemed uninterested in making the trek to this isolated lakeside shrine. Our only caller was the deliveryman, a friendly teen who brought boxes of food and never left a bill. When I tipped him at the door he, like Haas, seemed not to be overly disturbed by my birdlike looks. As the summer aged, my confidence about edging my way out of the isolating covenant began to grow. Maybe not this year or next, but at some magical moment in the future I would declare myself free of the constraints cited in the will.

Then Wolsey ran away. Predictable in her unpredictability, she’d never before disappeared overnight. I was worried she might have wandered down to the lake, decided to go in, and drowned. Shivering on the shore bathed in moonlight, I hoped to see a sign of her. But the longer I looked the more I sensed that, no, she wasn’t out there. Just because I told her to stay away from the lake didn’t mean she couldn’t safely paddle around in her own gawky fashion. She swam like a crippled frigate, is all.

The only place I hadn’t checked for her would have to wait until morning because even under a full buck moon I didn’t dare climb into the forest behind the house. I left all the downstairs doors unlocked and passed a sleepless night in bed. Well before sunrise, I rummaged out a shovel from the basement and began hiking up the mountain behind Eldritch, weaving my way through the white pines and red spruce and fragrant balsam 18firs, calling Wolsey’s name. I must’ve wandered around for an hour before coming into a small clearing.

There she was and there it was. My daughter was sitting atop the stone incised with my father’s name. Could this be the place I’d been trying to find? If anything, or anyone, was buried there, it surely couldn’t be him, given that he’d been laid to rest in an open-casket service at Saint Alphonsus.

“Wolsey. What on earth are you doing here?”

“Nothing much.”

“Where’d you spend the night?” feeling guilty she’d chosen to sleep under the stars rather in her own bed.

She pointed to a makeshift mattress of pine boughs.

“Let’s just not do this again, all right?” I said. “You had me worried sick.”

The wisp of a girl studied me and said, “You don’t look sick.”

From years living with Wolsey, I knew when a conversation had reached its end and it was time to move on. “This the famous rock?”

She jumped off the large uneven slab of granite, said, “Duh.”

I set down my shovel and circled the stone. The words Lyle Hunter— Impresario, and nothing else, were chiseled on its face. Without birth and death dates it wasn’t really meant to be a tombstone. Which only deepened the mystery of this oddity in the succulent middle of nowhere.

While Wolsey watched on in wonder, I got down on hands and knees, running fingers through the long grasses, patting the ground as I progressed in circles out and away from the boulder.

“So what’re we doing?” asked Wolsey, now kneeling next to me.

“Not sure,” was the best answer I could give her, one that was mostly true. She joined in combing and tapping but soon got distracted and marched back and forth nearby, knocking a pair of sticks together. After who knows how much time had passed, I encountered a sunken patch beneath overgrown grass that was about a yard square, a dozen paces downhill from the marker stone. Without a word, I stood, retrieved my shovel, and started digging.
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“You’re sick not sick and now you’re not sure but sure,” Wolsey said, tossing her sticks into the woods and watching me excavate.

The digging wasn’t easy, with pebbles and bush-roots clogging the way. But I kept at it like some feverish kit. Must have been two feet down when, just as I was about to give up and throw myself on the carpet of maidenhead ferns and mulching leaves, my shovel blade struck a flat surface, solid, metallic, manmade. I knelt, brushed away the moist dirt stuck to its lid. A steel box, army green. This had to be what was supposedly hidden at the house. Very hidden and very much not in the house. I began to scoop with my bare hands, tossing the soil to either side of the hole. Once I was finally able to extract the box from where it’d been buried for years, I sat on my haunches, smoothed my feathers, and stared at it as if it were dangerous. Something best not disturbed.

The lock that secured it was rusted red as paprika. I decided I would open it on the kitchen table, in good light. Shadows were starting to thicken and a couple of otherworldly wood thrushes were fluting nearby, always a sign nightfall was approaching. I left the shovel behind and made my way back to the house, Wolsey trailing me. Before carrying it inside, I wiped it clean with a rag and busted its lock with a single downward thrust of a hammer from the utility closet.

“What’s in there?” Wolsey asked.

I set the box on a towel in the middle of the dining room table.

“Guess we’re about to find out, aren’t we,” I said.

“Not sure it’s such a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“Maybe it was buried up there for a reason.”

That much was self-evident, I thought, saying nothing.

“Could be bad luck, you know, like Pandora.”

“Pandora’s a storybook character, Wolsey. This is real.”

“What’s the difference?”

Again, our conversation had run its course.

She cupped her hands on her cheeks, elbows on the table, and waited 20in silence for me to go ahead. While I wasn’t sure what I’d find inside, I didn’t fear that winged imps of sorrow and misery, evil gnats and demon faeries would come flying out.

Neither did I expect to find half a dozen vintage 35-millimeter film canisters labeled Deleted Footage (Interpositive). Nor the stack of brown manila folders with Company Stills block-lettered in marker pen on their covers and, inside, a number of studio portraits of the freaks in our retinue—some of whom I’d never met. Nor the altered or forged cache of permits and contracts to perform in towns and cities across the country. Certainly not the several death certificates with names unknown to me. Nor the birth certificates, and not just my own. I pulled out a bunch of other stuff—suspicious ID cards and driver’s licenses, brittle yellowed newspaper clippings, and black and white amateur photographs that included childhood pics of me with Marco the giant and conjoined Jayne and Jill.

This last discovery brought me genuine joy. Look, I thought, I once had truly been a pretty little girl. Happy as a lark, it seemed, with a broad human smile from ear to ear.

The fleeting moment faded when I unwrapped the tissue paper layered loosely around the last remaining artifact, an object the size of a man’s hands clasped in prayer. I was careful, as it was marvelously light and delicate. What surfaced was a skull, or rather three skulls attached at the occipital bone and with central ridges that ran from between the eye sockets across the crown to the back. Each had an ossified beak, and the sheer lightness of the fossil, as I held it in my palm at eye level, suggested the missing ribs, wings, and tail of the skeleton must have had hollow bones, essential for flight. White with blue-brown mottling, it looked antique if not ancient. A three-headed bird of some kind. Another freak, in other words.

Why keep such an oddity? Was it a stolen museum specimen? Was it even authentic? Part of me wanted to crush the fossil—fake or real, bird or not—in my hand. I glanced across the table at Wolsey, who raised her 21eyebrows at me and faintly grinned with an I-told-you-so expression illuminating her
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