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‘By turns playful and harrowing, surreal and sagacious, replete with gods and other monsters, The Book of Love is an astonishing, gorgeous novel written with Kelly Link’s unique wit, warmth, and ability to get under your skin.’ HOLLY BLACK

‘An eldritch Our Town that somehow manages to be both epic and intimate... Link’s language is nimble and startling and goes down easy. You won’t realize you’re drunk on this story until it’s too late and you’re careening from the spectacularly weird to the wildly funny to an aching grief almost too familiar to bear. A dizzying dream ride you will never forget.’ LEIGH BARDUGO

‘What can be said about Kelly Link that has not been (breathlessly) said already? She is a sorcerer. She is our greatest living fabulist. There is no one like her. And The Book of Love is a luxurious, bewitching novel of exceptional beauty and power.’ CARMEN MARIA MACHADO

‘Link has made a modern myth, grand enough to capture all the agony and absurdity and radiance of love itself. This is a book that cuts your life in two: before you read it, and after.’ ALIX E. HARROW

‘Pulitzer finalist Link... makes a dazzling full-length debut that proves her gloriously idiosyncratic style shines just as brightly at scale... This is a masterpiece.’ PUBLISHERS WEEKLY (STARRED REVIEW)

‘Link wraps a terrifying core of rusty razor blades in deceptive layers of charming, daffy quirkiness. It’s a confection like no other: one you wonE’t forget – or regret.’ CORY DOCTOROW

‘Magnificently witty in ideas and narrative, sweeping in scale and execution, The Book of Love is an absolute feast of a story, ushering the reader along a path that is always sublime, often hilarious and frequently surreal, and at every single point absolutely rammed full of heart and truth… I could have kept reading this story far beyond the last page; I wish I could have lived it for real, just a little.’ MELINDA SALISBURY
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THE BOOK OF SUSANNAH

A GIRL WAKES UP in her sister’s bed. “Laura?” she says. No one answers.

Oh, she shouldn’t be here. The one who should be here isn’t.

The girl’s name is Susannah. She is too tall, lamentably tall, and she has bad dreams. Shouldn’t her dreams be comforting? Restorative? Shouldn’t she see the ones she longs with all her heart to see? But in dreams, too, they are inexplicably missing.

The sheets are half off the bed as if someone has been yanking them. It isn’t morning yet. It’s the middle of the night. Everything is in the wrong place, except it isn’t. Her mother, Ruth, isn’t home yet. All those NICU babies with their complicated medical needs, their rashy bottoms and feeding tubes, suffused in ultraviolet light, parents slumped in blistered Naugahyde recliners, nurses murmuring in corners about the bid to unionize, about husbands and television shows and their own children. Do they fall silent when Susannah’s mother comes close?

“I’m tired of this,” the girl says to the moon in the window, because no one else is there to talk to. “Not knowing. Being in the dark. Being alone in the dark. Don’t you ever get tired of it?”

The moon is full. Isn’t this proof of something? That things can disappear and then come back again? Eleven months since whatever happened happened, and Susannah knows Laura isn’t coming back. If she did come back, she’d say, What the hell are you doing in my bed, Susannah? Oh my God.

Susannah can almost hear her say it. She gets up and makes the bed the way Laura would, because Laura isn’t here to do the things that Laura ought to do. To keep Susannah from doing the things Susannah shouldn’t do. All of Laura’s stuffed animals are on the floor. The sky-blue owl and the pangolin in its gingham dress. Everyone loved Laura best. Everyone misses Laura. The threadbare dog with the sewn-up place where the button eye should be has a secret name. Laura would never tell Susannah what she called it. Its name was probably something stupid, though. No one ever keeps a good secret. And now no one knows except for the dog.

Susannah picks up Laura’s things and puts them down again. Laura isn’t here to tell her not to. So she conjures Laura up in her head. Don’t worry, Laura. It’s easy to put little things back where they belong. The little circles and marks in the dust on the shelves show where each right place is. If Susannah puts each of Laura’s things back exactly where it ought to be, then everything will go back to the way it should be.

The china shepherdess that was their grandmother’s. (Susannah has a silver ring. Missing all but one of its seed pearls.) Pictures of Laura and Susannah and their mother. Pictures of Laura and Susannah and Daniel on stage. Laura’s romance novels, alphabetically arranged. Her favorite writer was Caitlynn Hightower. The covers of the romance novels, meant to indicate that the attractive people on them will eventually have sex. Fall inextricably in love, which in these books neither lessens nor changes but instead hardens, trapping those who inhabit it as amber preserves the insect. Wistful symphonic music (“Lara’s Theme.” Céline Dion. That kind of thing.) will begin to swell appropriately while these attractive and imaginary people fuck. Perhaps on a horse! Behind a tapestry. On a boat. On a hill. In the past. Hail fellow kismet. Everything in the right place. Very knock-knock joke. Knock knock. Who’s there? Does it matter? You’re a person with (a pirate ship) (a dreadful secret) (a good fortune) and I’m a person with (a fortress) (a walled garden) (a stone) for a heart so let’s have sex. Let’s fall in love. Sure. Why not.

There are so many novels about falling in love and so few about finding a really good and rewarding job. Not that Susannah has read a book in a long time. Books are for kids who go to college. Her mother keeps leaving community college brochures on the kitchen counter. Susannah keeps throwing them away.

Little lines of dust where the spines meet the shelf.
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THINGS THAT LAURA liked: Romance novels. Milk Duds. Susannah sometimes. Music.

Laura could make her guitar talk. The guitar saying the things that Laura felt. I’m so happy. Are you happy? I’m happy. Knock knock. Go away, Susannah. I want to go to sleep. I’m sleepy. Are you happy? I’m so afraid. I’m so sad. I’m so sad.

Laura’s bed, Laura’s closet, Laura’s clothes in drawers and behind the closet door. Susannah can borrow them now and Laura won’t complain. Knock knock. Who’s there? Dear sister, it is I. Your sister. I am here and you are not. Can I borrow your red sweater? Okay. Sure.

Why not.

The jadeite mug on the windowsill holds guitar picks and Chinese fortunes. (You are beautiful and mysterious to all who encounter you.) (Do not fear change.) (Every door will be open to you.) Platitudes and lies.

Susannah stands at Laura’s window. Across the lawn is Daniel’s house, the yellow rectangle of Daniel’s window, a light on in Daniel’s room. Does his mother sit there when she can’t sleep?

Susannah picks up her sister’s old Harmony Sovereign Marveltone acoustic and runs her hand down the neck. “Laura?” Susannah says. “Come back. You should come back or else I’ll do something terrible. I need you to come back.”

She waits for an answer. Gets none. Actually, this is typical of Laura, who believed in the silent treatment. So, Susannah thinks, let’s be typical. She’s tried so hard to be good the last few months. Has anyone even noticed? If Daniel were here, he would have noticed. Mo would have noticed even if he didn’t say anything. She’s pretty fucking sure Laura would have noticed.

If Daniel were here, he would help her figure out how to live without Laura. If Laura were here, she and Susannah could figure out together how to live without Daniel. But it’s only Susannah. It will only ever be Susannah again, which means that Susannah can’t be Susannah. She doesn’t know how.

Laura’s first guitar was the Harmony. Its previous owner was careless and left it near a radiator one night. This was their father: someone else who isn’t here. If the guitar had still had any value, he’d have taken it with him when he left. Right? Susannah lifts the Harmony over her head and brings it down hard on the corner of Laura’s desk. When this isn’t hard enough, she brings it down again and again until she has smashed what she can into pieces. With the last blow, a section of the neck splits away and ricochets off the window, and there goes the jadeite mug, over onto the desk. Picks spill everywhere, and the handle cracks right off at the lip. Well, that’s a mess. When Susannah crosses the carpet to pick up the mug, she feels something in her heel as if she’s stepped on something sharp. She sits down on Laura’s bed and examines her foot. Yes, there it is, a splinter. She’ll leave it there for now. A reminder of her sins.

What does she feel? The small hurt where a splinter sits. Nothing to cry over, and so she won’t cry.

Susannah gets down on her hands and knees and gathers up all the pieces of the guitar and puts them into Laura’s closet. She puts the mug back on the windowsill, too, turned so that the crack in the lip where the handle ought to be is hidden.

What has she accomplished? Well, maybe wherever she is, Laura felt a psychic twinge of loss. Next time, Susannah thinks, I’m donating all of your Caitlynn Hightower romance novels to Goodwill. I’m going to throw away your Bed Head shampoo and the expensive face stuff that smells like rotten ginger ale even though you always pretended you liked it. I’m going to accept the fact you’re gone forever. Fuck you for being dead or whatever it is that happened. Be a secret. See if I care.

Susannah could go downstairs and turn on the TV. She could tear the pangolin to pieces. Smash the shepherdess. She could go into the bathroom and run water over the tender place where the splinter went in. But instead she lies down again on Laura’s bed and pulls the comforter over her head. She’ll wake up when her mother gets home; she has to wake up before Ruth gets home because what if Ruth opens the door to Laura’s room and thinks that Laura is back? What if she opens Susannah’s door and thinks Susannah is gone?

Right up until the hour she disappeared, Laura was the good one, Susannah the counterweight. Now Laura is gone, and so Susannah has had to fill both roles. She’s still the fuckup, the one who didn’t go to college, but she’s also been the good child, the one who does the dishes and lets her mother know where she’s going to be and how late she’s going to stay out. She contributes grocery money, and she tries not to make her mother any sadder than she already is. She’s been so good. If she lies here a little longer on Laura’s bed, Susannah can absorb just a little more of whatever it was that made Laura able to be the good sister. But it’s so tiring to be good. So exhausting to be sad. Someone should make a Fitbit for being good. For being sad. At the end of the day, you could look at your wrist and see just how sad you’d been. Tomorrow you can be even sadder! She’ll just lie here a little while longer, being sad. Then she’ll go back to her own bed.

*

AND WHAT DOES she dream of when she falls asleep? Susannah dreams she stands before a door. She can’t figure out how to open it. It won’t open. But then it opens. A wind has knocked it off the latch, and it bangs open and shut, open and shut, knock knock. Who’s there? Knock knock!

(Every door will be open to you.)

Susannah’s eyes fly open like two doors, but she isn’t truly awake. The pangolin’s lumpy snout pokes her wet cheek. Still dreaming, she leaves Laura’s room (open the door, shut the door, but this is not the right door) and goes back to her own room (door opens, door shuts, and this door, too, is not the door of her dream) and lies down upon her own bed. There is a splinter in her heel. A thing where it shouldn’t be. Susannah drags the covers over her head for the third time this night and continues to sleep as large and small pieces of the smashed guitar in Laura’s closet begin to knock together. Knock knock! The guitar neck thumps against the closet door, and the guitar strings, taut again, twang, and the closet door falls open.

A guitar pick sails out from under Laura’s bed and up into the jadeite mug, pinging off the cracked lip. The Harmony leans against the wall again. But the handle of the mug is still broken.


THE BOOK OF LAURA

THERE WERE THREE. Where were they? Someplace they shouldn’t be. They couldn’t get out. When they found a way out, someone else followed them. Something came along with them.

Something happened. Something had happened to them. What? Something that shouldn’t have happened. Had they died? Were they dead? Surely they were not dead. But if they were dead, then what was this place? You couldn’t get out. This terrible place. Sometimes together and sometimes apart. There was no comfort in being together, but it was worse to be separated. Sometimes each of them was alone and that was worst of all. And now? Where there had been three, no question about that, now there were four.

They had been in an awful place. A blotted, attenuated, chilly nothingness—how to describe it? Later on, one of them said, “I think I remember a lot of trees. There was a dirty path. And a clearing with someone in it.” Someone else said the only way to describe it was that it was like being an ant that had fallen into an Icee machine with only one flavor selection: expired-milk insomniac pushing dirty bad-luck needles through the hangnail skin of an endless, resentful night. Which was poetic, sure, and maybe not inaccurate, but it didn’t give you the whole picture. Really, you had to have been there.

*

THEY HAD BEEN imprisoned. Then there had been a seeping warmth, a kind of shiver as if someone you’d once known how to be had walked past a door, and though that door was closed, they had pressed against it until there was the very thinnest seam—Such small stitches, whose hand had made them? Who had hung the hinges on this door?—but they were very thin now, too, and slipped through that loose stitch, one by one by one. And one more. Who?

*

THERE WERE FOUR of them now. That was the first mystery.

The second mystery was where they found themselves. They had been in that other place. And then they dragged themselves out and found themselves in Mr. Anabin’s music room at Lewis Latimer Public School. They knew it was his room because there was Mr. Anabin’s baby grand. There was the poster of Hildegard of Bingen on the wall in front of them. De La Soul on the wall behind them. (Four is the magic number.) Dark outside the windows, and Mr. Anabin himself, playing a minor scale on the baby grand.

When he saw them, Mr. Anabin closed the piano lid and rested his hands in his lap. “So,” he said. The sound of a human voice in a human space was terrible and unfamiliar. “I thought it might be something like this.”

None of the four moved from where they were. Muddled together, they occupied less space than one or two would have in their proper state. The cracked linoleum floor was visible to them through the drifty suggestion of their own limbs.

Mr. Anabin approached slowly, as if, should he startle them, they might go flying through a keyhole, a window, the pockmarked ceiling tiles. He stood looking for a long time, and then he said, “Laura. Laura Hand.”

He made a little movement with two fingers. And here was Laura Hand (up until a year ago, quite sure of her place in the world) manifested, bewildered, and altogether both less and more herself than she had been for a long time. Her companions eddied around her like conturbations of dust.

“Mohammed Gorch.” Mr. Anabin flicked his fingers again. And there was Mo Gorch, who was a grade below Laura and Daniel but nevertheless in Laura’s third-period calculus class and fifth-period A.P. history. He was a friend of Susannah’s.

“And Daniel Knowe. Of course.” His fingers delineating a shape. Here was Daniel, who was dear to Laura. He and she and Susannah had a band, My Two Hands Both Knowe You.

Laura pinched her own arm. She was herself again: the sturdy architecture of her ribs, pulpy heart with its four chambers and the doors that open and shut, open and shut, the hasty blood rushing through, a red mark appearing where she had pinched. And yet something was still missing.

Wasn’t she?

“Where’s Susannah?” Laura said, looking around for her sister. “Susannah! What did you do?”

It was always Susannah who had done whatever it was. Wasn’t it?

But Susannah wasn’t here.

Laura’s entire skin felt wrong. She felt squashed and stretched somehow, like a piece of Play-Doh in a warm hand, and she felt like the hand, too. She thought, Well, I am a Hand. And then, Perhaps I have been given an experimental drug.

“I’m going to sit down,” Mo said. “Just for a minute.” Instead of sitting down on one of the chairs, he sat down on the floor and put his head in his hands.

Daniel said, “Someone lost a pencil.”

He reached up and pulled a pencil out that had been stuck in a ceiling tile. (For how long? Who knew?) That was how tall Daniel was. The pencil was very short. Someone had chewed on it.

Laura reached out and took it from him. She dropped it on the floor. “Don’t touch that,” she said. “No one wants it back.”

“Something very strange has been happening,” Mo said.

“Yeah,” Laura said. “But it’s okay now. Isn’t it?” Mo looked up at her. She held out her hand, and he took it in his own, startlingly warm and solid. She pulled him up onto his feet. Once, in calculus, he’d loaned her a piece of graph paper.

Having established they were all together and in the world again, at last they looked at Mr. Anabin. After all, it was his music room.

*

MR. ANABIN WAS a middle-aged-ish, brown-ish man. Tall-ish. Terrible posture. His wiry hair was short, and there was just a little gray in it. His hands were elegant, expressive. Manicured nails. Fingers long but not too long. They were, without question, the hands of a music teacher. The previous year, the PTA had raised enough money for the school to offer chorus and band as electives. Hence, Mr. Anabin. He played piano during school concerts. Chose and directed the school musical. Ran detention occasionally. He didn’t seem anxious to be anyone’s favorite teacher, but neither was he one of the bad ones. He wore blue jeans and T-shirts with affirmational statements on them. There was something in his eyes that, taken in concert with the T-shirts, made students feel vaguely uneasy. It was a certain look. Was it sardonic? Or only a little knowing? After a while, you didn’t look into his eyes. But then, as far as anyone knew, Mr. Anabin lived alone. Once, Susannah had said to Laura that sometimes during band practice, she found herself imagining Mr. Anabin’s laundry, Mr. Anabin sorting his whites from his colors. After all, no one else was going to do it for him. Folding his shirts: BE YOUR OWN KIND OF BEAUTY. WE CAN ACCOMPLISH MIRACLES IF WE BELIEVE WE CAN. TODAY IS GOING TO BE THE MOST AMAZING DAY AND TOMORROW WILL BE EVEN BETTER. WHEN LIFE GIVES YOU LEMONS SAY THANK YOU. LEMONS ARE DELICIOUS AND REFRESHING. It was pretty fucking depressing, Susannah said, when you thought about it, which Laura didn’t understand. Laundry was just laundry. There wasn’t anything there to be depressed about.

Mr. Anabin’s gaze seemed fixed on something just past Mo’s shoulder. Laura, looking where he looked, could not see anyone standing there. And yet she felt sure someone was there.

Nonetheless she said, “Everything’s fine. It’s all going to be fine.”

“Why are we wearing these clothes?” Daniel said.

“They’re from Bye Bye Birdie,” Mo said. He sounded astonished to know anything at all. Laura hadn’t ever really hung out with Mo, although of course she was aware of him: his grandmother was Caitlynn Hightower. Laura had all of her books. Other things Laura knew: Mo was gay. His mother was dead. “From last year. I’m Albert. I’m wearing Albert’s clothes. I know that because I was Wardrobe. What’s with the bare feet? Is that weird? That we don’t have shoes or socks on?”

“I wasn’t in Bye Bye Birdie,” Daniel said. “Because of football practice. I don’t know why I’m barefoot. I have no idea what’s going on right now.”

“Looks like you’re Maude’s Dishwasher,” Mo said. “Laura’s Rose.”

Laura looked down. Her feet were filthy—Daniel’s and Mo’s were in a similar state—and she was wearing, what? A poodle skirt. She hadn’t even noticed.

“Clothes seemed the least of the problem,” Mr. Anabin said. “I took what was nearest to hand. Be quiet for a moment. There’s one here I don’t know. Who or what are you? What is your business?”

Something seemed to move, or perhaps something that had been in motion now grew very still. There was an exhalation, a sigh, as if Mr. Anabin had asked the air a question, and the fine hairs rose at the nape of Laura’s neck.

“Something touched me,” Daniel said. “I felt something.”

They all felt it now. It rushed around them, tugged at their ridiculous clothing, Laura’s cheerful skirt. The blue hair ribbon, which she hadn’t realized she was wearing, came undone and went whipping around the music room until Mo caught it as it flew past. He gave it to Laura, who tied her hair back with trembling fingers.

Mr. Anabin made that small motion with his hand again, and then here at last was the other one, the last one. But not altogether there, still not entirely. A pair of pale eyes. A mouth. The pencil Laura had dropped on the floor went sailing up into the air, point first, and stuck into the ceiling again.

“The end of the pencil is just as important as the other end,” Mo said. Laura had no idea what he meant by that. Mo, she was beginning to remember, said a lot of things that didn’t seem to mean anything.

“Speak,” Mr. Anabin said. “Tell us your name.”

“Oh,” a voice like the scrape of an empty lighter said. “That was lost a long time ago. So long ago.”

“Then pick a new one,” said Mr. Anabin. “Quickly.”

“They were all lost,” the voice said. “I lost them all.”

“Excuse me, but you can’t have lost them all?” Mo said. He pointed at one of Mr. Anabin’s posters. “I can think of hundreds. Hildegard. That’s a name. Aretha. Prince.” He pointed again. “Bowie.”

“Bowie,” the voice repeated.

“Bowie then,” Mr. Anabin said. “You’ll forgive me if you don’t resemble yourself, but time is short and there is very little of you left.” He blew on his hands, rubbed them together, and made another gesture, this one more extravagant.

And there was the last of the four, back in the world again. He wore Conrad Birdie’s biker jacket and white scarf. Was barefoot and dirty. Laura was certain she had never seen him before in her life. A boy their age. Longish, sandy hair and a white face she was not sure about. Human faces didn’t really look like that, did they? Like a box accidentally closed up with something alive inside it. Mismatched eyes like Bowie on the wall.

“Perhaps a bit too much like,” Mr. Anabin said, and gestured. And both eyes were blue.

“Can he do that?” Laura said to Daniel and Mo. “Just make a person? Is that what he did to us?”

“I could give you each six pairs of wings, a heart of glass, and poison glands,” Mr. Anabin said. “But there would be no point to it. You are as you were. I made you out of yourselves, what you were and had been.”

“I have no idea what that means,” Daniel said. “And I don’t want to know, either. We should go.”

Mo said, “Something happened, but I can’t remember it. Except that it was bad. We should all go home now before more bad things happen. Mr. Anabin, catch you later.”

“No!” Laura said. They all looked at her. The look on Mr. Anabin’s face was patient. Interested. His T-shirt gently encouraging. YOU ARE SPECIAL IN WAYS YOU DON’T EVEN KNOW YET.

She said, “I mean, not yet. Mr. Anabin, how did we get here? What was that place, the place we were in before?”

“I’m leaving,” Mo said. It was as if Laura were not standing right there, as if her desires, her questions were immaterial, as if she herself were still immaterial. “You coming? Laura? Daniel? Bowie Not Bowie?”

“No!” Laura said. And stamped her foot. “I want to know what happened! I’m not leaving until I know.”

“It’s too late,” Bowie said. “He’s here.”

“Then tell him to go away,” Laura said. She didn’t look to see who Bowie meant. (If she didn’t look, then no one would be there.) “There are enough people here right now.”

“We were dead.” That was Daniel. “That’s what happened. That’s what you remember, Mo. That’s what you want to know, Laura. Isn’t it? We died. We were dead. Whose dog is that?”

Laura turned to look.

*

A LARGE DOG sat at the threshold of the music room. Maybe the music room door had been open all this time, though Laura thought it had been closed. (Or had not been there at all.) But then, how had she and the others come in—Through the windows? Like Cathy Earnshaw’s ghost?—and where had the dog come from? Laura began to wonder, looking at it, if it was a dog at all. That squashed feeling came over her again, except somehow the opposite was happening, too, as if she were shrinking and expanding at the same time. Her skin suddenly too loose and Laura—the most essential part of her—too small, so small she was suddenly afraid she might slip out of her own mouth or eyes and dissipate altogether, leaving only the emptied sleeve of her skin in a starched froth of poodle skirt.

Daniel had said something she knew she should have paid attention to. He’d said something, made some joke. Had it been funny? She’d wanted to laugh when he said it, but then she’d seen the dog.

The dog in the doorway had white fur, matted and coarse and bristling; a voluptuary’s red tongue lolled out. Its ears were latched flat against the prow of its head. It was such a very large dog the room seemed smaller: even Daniel seemed diminished in its presence. What was it Daniel had said?

“Good dog,” Mo said in a gentle voice. “Good doggie. Where did you come from? What a big, fucking, terrifying nightmare doggie. Yes. Yes, you are.”

“It isn’t a dog,” Daniel said. “It’s a wolf.”

“It isn’t a wolf,” Bowie said.

The thing on the threshold regarded each of them in turn as they spoke. It looked at Laura, its gaze reproachful and ravenous. At last it looked at Mr. Anabin.

Mr. Anabin’s hand went up as if he were about to make some gesture that would save them all, but instead he scratched his head, shrugged, and said, “You are welcome, Bogomil. As welcome as you ever are.”

Then Mr. Anabin turned his back to the open door, facing instead the windows and the night outside.

The thing upon the threshold had begun to shudder all over as Mr. Anabin spoke. It opened its jaws and panted. As Laura watched, it shimmied as if shucking off a too-tight dress, stretching and flexing, emitting little whining noises of discomfort, and then there was a person instead of a dog-wolf-thing, on his hands and knees upon the floor, person mouth split open in an airless yawn. The mouth closed. The person stood up, ran his hands down his face, then held them up to better examine his nails, which were, it was true, very dirty. His hands were filthy down to the wrists, as though he had been digging a hole in a muddy garden. He wore the Mayor’s costume from Bye Bye Birdie. Despite the dirt and the costume, he was by far the handsomest man Laura had ever seen. (Had she thought this the first time she saw him? Probably not. She could not remember the first time she had seen him.)

He had been a very large dog. But now he was not much taller than Laura. How old was he? Oh, not so very old. There are older things in the world. But still he was very old.

His bare feet like theirs were crusted with dirt. The only one wearing shoes in the music room was Mr. Anabin.

“Who are you?” That was Mo.

But Laura could tell that, like the rest of them, Mo knew.

“Am I really so forgettable?” the man said. He spoke softly enough Laura strained to hear what he was saying. He stayed where he was, leaning against the doorframe. There was something wolflike still in his posture, as if at any moment he might spring. “Quite a surprise, really, you gone from my house, all of you at once without so much as a thank-you note. And I don’t mind telling you it’s been some time since anything has surprised me.”

Laura thought, I’ve changed my mind. I’d like to leave.

“How?” Daniel said. “He’s standing in the doorway.” So perhaps she had said it out loud.

“I don’t like any part of this,” Mo said. His chin was out. “I don’t like the part where I’m wearing a costume from last year’s musical, and Bye Bye Birdie is really not a great musical anyway. I never liked it. There’s only one good song. It isn’t that good, actually. I don’t know if I remember you or not, wolf person, but I don’t like you, either. And I definitely do not like how I seem to remember some really bad stuff happening—thanks, Daniel, by the way, for reminding me—and I also don’t like the feeling I’m starting to get that, in a minute or so, something else bad is going to start happening. Like this is a bad sandwich. A sandwich where the filling is a middle-of-the-night school music room in between two slices of being dead. Who orders a sandwich like that? Nobody!”

“Will somebody please just explain what’s happening?” Laura said. “Please. Mr. Anabin? Mr. Anabin! Who is this person?”

Mr. Anabin stayed where he was, staring at the window, his back to them. Laura’s heart was beating so quickly in her chest she thought she might die. Had she died? Oh, but she was alive now. She had a heart, and her blood moved through her heart, and as it flowed it sang, Oh alive, oh alive!

In the window she found Mr. Anabin’s eyes. He said nothing. And there, too, was the reflection of the man who stood at the door.

“I’ll introduce myself,” he said, “since Anabin has no manners. You four left my house before we had much chance to become acquainted. You may call me Bogomil. No need to tell me your names. I know you. You need no names with me.”

Bogomil paused. “Except.” He pointed a long, filthy nail, and Laura, standing closest to Bowie, recoiled. But Bowie did not move. “I wonder if you could tell me what you are called.”

“I don’t know,” Bowie said. He didn’t sound afraid. He sounded in some place far beyond that. “I wish I knew.”

“Old wine in a new bottle, I think,” said Bogomil. “Or maybe only the dregs.”

“His name is Bowie, you freak!” Laura said. Who did this weird person think he was? It was the middle of the night! Everyone should start being nicer and also less confusing. Although now that this person named Bogomil (Really? His name was Bogomil? It sounded like a German breakfast cereal.) was looking at her and not at Bowie, she thought perhaps she had been a little rude. Perhaps the right tack was politeness tempered with firmness. You weren’t supposed to show fear with gods. No, dogs. That was what they said.

“Oh, Laura!” Bogomil said. He took a step into the room. Then another. “Susannah’s lovely sister. Won’t you cry for me. Yes. Daniel elo ello hello. Mo who doesn’t know, not yet. She died of grief. And this one. There’s something familiar about that famine face. No matter, really, how you got out. Just a tick and we’ll put everything right again.”

He took a third step.

There was something about the sound of his dirty feet on the floor that was the worst thing yet. His expression did not change, but the sound suggested contact with the world was agony. As if whatever Bogomil was made of—surely not flesh?—rejected the contact even as it occurred. Or did the floor, that unremarkable linoleum, reject Bogomil? Yes. The whole room, in a kind of agony, refuted Bogomil. He was smiling. But every footfall was a strike on a bell stopped with mud. A clot of blood trembling on a rusted wire.

Bogomil was close enough now that Laura could not escape the familiar reek of him—roses—and under the roses, something burning. Would she ever get that smell out of her clothes? Her hair? It permeated every pore, every orifice. It was the only real thing in the whole world: oh, how could Laura have forgotten? She could feel herself coldly boiling down to nothingness, a vapor. Every thought she had ever had, every stupid thing she’d ever done. Every song she’d ever figured out the chords to. Every verse. Every lyric, every key change. Every drop of night. Each bright day. Any minute now the person called Bogomil would catch them all up and Laura and the others would be carried away like a handful of loose coins.

Bogomil’s finger went up, and just as Laura thought, Do something, oh do something quickly, Daniel said, “Wait. Wait! What do you mean, how we got out? Out of where? And what do you mean, ‘put everything right’?”

Weren’t these, more or less, the same questions Laura had been asking earlier? Not that Laura wasn’t grateful Bogomil wasn’t zapping them with that dirty finger, but if it hadn’t been the time for questions earlier, it most definitely wasn’t the time for questions now. Or the person.

“What is the taste of a soul as it is drawn from between the lips?” Bogomil said. “Who whispers in the darkness? Those are questions for which I have answers. How—you—got—out is my question. You will supply the answer to me. Sooner or later or much later or, if you are lucky, much sooner. Oldest brothers should keep true answers in their pockets, Daniel. Why is the sky blue? Why is the moon so full of hate? What costs more dearly, one’s first death or the second? In simple words: Your guess is correct. You died. You came through the door and into my realm. And then, through some unforeseen chance, you slipped away from me. You passed yourselves through some knot or hole or oubliette, and here you are. In Anabin’s realm. But you know very well you can’t stay. This is no place for the dead.”

As he said it, Laura knew it was true. They had died. They were dead. A flush of embarrassment crept over her, as if she and Daniel and Mo had been caught sneaking into a movie, stolen candy in their pockets. And with Bowie! Who wasn’t even a real person! Real people knew who they were supposed to be, knew their own names and did not have to borrow them. They had their own faces.

Daniel said, “So I was right. We’re dead.”

Mo said, “Bullshit!” He said it so emphatically spit flew out. He wiped his mouth. “We’re here. We’re alive!”

Laura thought once again, without knowing why: Susannah! This is all your fault!

She hadn’t even made it out of high school, to the good parts. For God’s sake, she hadn’t even had sex with a girl yet, which meant that as far as she was concerned, she hadn’t really had sex at all, unless you were going to count lying on a blanket in the sand dunes while some summer guy with scratchy facial hair and a tattoo of a lobster riding a unicorn with MAGICAL MAINE written underneath it—and no sense of timing—fingered you while he humped your thigh, which Laura did not. Meanwhile, Susannah did whatever she wanted. Susannah kissed people on a regular basis, and now Laura was remembering something that had happened right before they had died, which was Susannah kissing someone during “The Kissing Song.” Well, that was what Susannah did during “The Kissing Song.” It was the whole gimmick. Except this time Susannah had kissed Rosamel Walker. Which was typical of Susannah. Kissing people you knew you shouldn’t kiss, as if that were something you could do and not expect there would be repercussions.

Laura didn’t want to be thinking about Susannah. There had been songs that Laura was going to write! She’d had a plan for the next few years. Finish high school. Get a full scholarship at some reasonably good college. On the music side, shitty performances in shitty clubs, followed by better performances at better clubs. Preferably with Daniel and Susannah, but if not, then oh well. There were other musicians in the sea. More songs, more acclaim, more hard work. More life! More!

Finally, if Laura had had any idea she was going to be dead soon, she would have stopped saving up for the Gretsch G5422TG Electromatic Double Cutaway Hollowbody and bought the Epiphone Casino Coupe instead. She’d had enough money for the Epiphone months ago.

“Someone do something,” Laura said. She realized she was whispering. So she tried a second time, really projecting this time. It was like being on stage. You just had to make yourself be heard. Even when you were petrified. Even when your audience looked as if they might be planning to eat you alive. Bogomil grinning at her the whole time. “Mr. Anabin! Hello? Hello! Are you just going to let him do this?”

She dragged her eyes away from Bogomil in his borrowed costume, found Mr. Anabin’s face again in the window glass.

But then Bowie was speaking. “I don’t want to go,” he said. “Anabin. We want to stay. We are asking you to help us.” He took Mr. Anabin by the shoulder and forcibly spun him. As Mr. Anabin turned, so did Bogomil, so that now Bogomil faced the piano, the blackboard, and the clock upon the wall above.

Mr. Anabin said, as if he had been a part of the conversation all along, “If you wish to stay, then Bogomil and I must come to an agreement. Perhaps a game? Or a set of trials, like the old days. With prizes. Bogomil likes those.”

They were all looking now, first to Mr. Anabin and then to where Bogomil stood. Bogomil’s shoulder rose, just a little. He sat down on the end of the piano bench beside the blackboard, still facing away, and lifted the lid. So gently! One finger came down on a black key.

Mo said, “Dead or alive, there’s no way in hell I’m going anywhere with him. No pun intended.”

Daniel said, “Nobody is going anywhere with that guy.”

As if we’d have any choice, Laura thought.

“There must be rules,” Mr. Anabin said.

A finger on that black key again.

“I’ll keep them here,” Mr. Anabin said. “You and I to devise the trial. Something educational? Perhaps a series of tests. If they succeed, you will let them go.”

They waited, hardly daring to breathe, but the black key did not depress. Instead Bogomil stood up and scraped, leisurely, a fingernail down the blackboard. Laura found she could not lift her hands to cover her ears to block out the sound the whole time Bogomil wrote. Her sides grew wet with sweat where her leaden arms hung down. When Bogomil was done writing, there was a message upon the blackboard in a smear of reddish brown.

2 RETURN

2 REMAIN

“Hold on,” Daniel said. “What does that mean?”

But Mr. Anabin was already speaking.

“Done,” he said.

Bogomil turned at this and faced them. He was not smiling, but there was something different in his face now. How beautiful he was! He advanced, not speaking, and Mr. Anabin did not speak, either. Bogomil looked at each of them in turn: Daniel, Mo, and then Laura. Laura returned his look, trying to be as brave as possible, or at least to seem so. If she couldn’t be brave, then at least she could pretend to be brave. It seemed to her that she looked at Bogomil for a very long time. His beauty only increased, until it became a kind of ache inside her, yet she could see nothing good in him. Only horror. And she knew he could see that she was not brave.

At last he looked at Bowie. But Bowie would not look at Bogomil at all. Instead he stared at the floor.

Bogomil took three steps forward until he stood no more than a foot from Mr. Anabin. Mr. Anabin, like Bowie, would not meet Bogomil’s gaze. Bogomil reached out and took Mr. Anabin’s face in his dirty hands. He reached up and touched Mr. Anabin’s hair.

Mr. Anabin smiled. He closed his eyes. “Bogomil,” he said, and Bogomil’s hand fell. He began to shiver and shake until Laura felt he would fly into pieces, but the next moment he was not there at all. Instead a black rabbit crouched on the floor at Mr. Anabin’s feet. Its long ears flicked back and forward; before anyone could move, it dashed between Mr. Anabin and Bowie, zigzagging toward the very back of the classroom, to the door, then between Bowie and Laura, headfirst into the wall below the window. It hit with a bad sound.

Both hind legs were still jerking spasmodically when Mo knelt down beside it, Laura saying, “Oh, be careful, Mo! Be careful!”

But the rabbit’s neck was broken. It was dead. Sometimes things keep moving for a little while after they are dead. The Mayor’s costume lay in a flattened, dirty heap where Bogomil had stood. The room stank of roses.

*

THE FIRST ONE to speak was Mo, which wasn’t a surprise. His hand was almost always first to go up in class, as if that ever impressed anyone. He and Susannah at a table at What Hast Thou Ground?, sitting and laughing. Look how much fun we’re having. Even his trumpet-playing in band had been showy. He said, “What just happened? Right now? Also, what happened before that? And also before that? What exactly is going on?”

They all looked at Mr. Anabin. He said, “A complicated question with a complicated answer.”

“We’re smart kids,” Mo said. He shot Daniel a malevolent look. Now Laura remembered, too: Mo didn’t like Daniel for a reason that, according to Daniel, was a complete mystery. Even Susannah said she didn’t know. “Well, most of us.”

Daniel said, “All I want to know is if I can go home.”

“Of course we can go home,” Laura said. Before Bogomil had shown up, she’d wanted to know some stuff. She’d had questions. But it was clear that Bogomil was the answer to every single one. Answers were terrible. “We can walk. Daniel, let’s go.”

“You may go home,” Mr. Anabin said. “You should go home. But there are one or two things you must understand first.”

Laura didn’t want to look at Mr. Anabin. Instead she kept her eyes on the dead rabbit.

“Oh,” Mo said. “Sure. I mean, if you’re sure those things aren’t too complicated for us to understand.”

“You were dead,” Mr. Anabin said. “And, yes, what you are now is complicated. Let us put our attention therefore on the most pressing matter. This game, this contest that Bogomil suggests. There will be three trials. Yes. That should suffice. As long as our game runs, and as long as you adhere to its rules, you will stay in the world of the living.”

“What if we don’t want to play some game?” Daniel said.

“Then there will be nothing I can do,” Mr. Anabin said. “By rights you will belong to Bogomil again and he may dispose of you as he chooses.”

“You mean we’ll be dead again,” Mo said.

Mr. Anabin said nothing.

“What does it mean?” Laura said. “What he wrote on the blackboard? Two return, two remain?”

“Bogomil’s math,” Mr. Anabin said. “An equation that will take some time to solve. You asked if you could go home. Go home. But you must not tell anyone about any part of this. That is the first rule. Do not break it. I will arrange an explanation for your absence.”

“How can we tell anyone anything when we don’t know what happened?” Mo said. He went over to the blackboard and picked up the eraser and began to scrub at Bogomil’s writing. “Take, for example, our deaths. Was it a car accident? Bubonic plague? Did we enter a fried-clam-eating contest and win a bad prize? Does anyone remember? Why won’t this eraser just erase? What’s the point of an eraser that doesn’t do the only thing it’s meant to do?”

He banged the eraser against the board and a cloud of dust flew up.

No one said anything. No one could remember, Laura saw. It seemed to her that perhaps Mr. Anabin did not know, either.

“Okay, so table that,” Mo said. “I mean, it’s not like it’s a big deal, how we died. Happens all the time. People die every day getting out of the shower. Checking their email. Making a sandwich. So we died. Who cares how, right? But maybe you can tell us how long we’ve been . . . not alive . . . ?”

“Where Bowie is concerned, I cannot answer that question,” Mr. Anabin said.

They all looked at Bowie, but Bowie appeared to have no opinion or feelings on the subject of how long he had been dead.

“You three,” Mr. Anabin said, “died almost a year ago. You died at the start of the year and tomorrow is the fourteenth of December. The year is 2014. When you . . . died, your bodies were not found. There was no trace or explanation of what might have happened. Where you might have gone.”

Laura’s heart turned over. Mom, she thought. Oh, Mom, poor Mom. Poor Susannah. Poor Mom, stuck with just Susannah.

“A year,” Daniel said. His face said he did not believe it.

Mr. Anabin made a gesture with his hand.

“What was that?” Laura said. “You just did something again, didn’t you?”

“It’s fixed,” Mr. Anabin said. “You may go home. There won’t be any questions.”

“Oh, I have questions,” Mo said from the blackboard. “For example, what do you mean ‘it’s fixed’? What exactly is ‘it,’ and also, what do you mean when you say ‘fixed’? And also, how is ‘it’ ‘fixed’?” You could hear every single quotation mark.

“This year the three of you have been abroad,” Mr. Anabin said. “You graduated in the spring after having accepted offers to attend university in Ireland. Full scholarships to a prestigious program at a private conservatory in Ireland.”

“Ireland?” Daniel said. “Why Ireland? Did we actually go there? Did we die in Ireland?”

“But I’m a junior,” Mo said. “I mean I was a junior. When, you know, we died.”

“You graduated a year early,” Mr. Anabin said. “The scholarship was contingent upon your early graduation. Everyone is very proud of you. The three of you. You returned home yesterday for the winter break. An overnight flight to Boston, where I, as the liaison with your program, picked you up. It’s two o’clock in the morning and you are, all of you, in your beds asleep at this very moment. The day that lies ahead is Sunday. Sleep in. On Monday, you will come to this room at two P.M. sharp. I will be waiting.”

Laura listened as Mr. Anabin spoke, and some part of her wanted to believe every word. Did believe. She had not been dead. She had graduated! Accepted a scholarship, gone to the DMV, and had passport photos taken. She’d flown from Boston into Dublin, then taken a bus from Dublin to the outskirts of Cork, been picked up by a van from the conservatory. She’d almost left her suitcase on the bus, she’d been so jet-lagged. She’d been homesick, but it had been an amazing experience. She and Daniel and Mo had gone sightseeing. For example, she’d been in a . . . castle? Somewhere dark. Cold. She hadn’t been able to get out. The dead rabbit on the floor of the music room said, Remember. Remember death. You were dead. One day you will be dead again.

“What if we don’t come to you?” Daniel said.

“I leave it up to you,” Mr. Anabin said. “You may come to me. If you do not come to me, then Bogomil will come to you.”

While they were thinking about that, he said, “When you come to me, you will tell me what you remember of your death. And here is the first trial. You will accomplish some form of magic. On Monday you will bring me proof.”

“Homework!” Laura said. It almost felt normal. “Let’s go, let’s go. Daniel, come on.”

“Mo?” Daniel said. “You coming? Bowie? You got somewhere to go?”

Mo lived with his famous grandmother in one of the old Victorian houses on the Cliffs. Way above the rest of the town, where people had the most money and the nicest views and didn’t have to worry about king tides or crab migrations or drunk day-trippers in summer wandering out of the dunes and into backyards. Laura had never been inside Mo’s house, but once she’d watched an episode where Oprah had actually come to Lovesend, Massachusetts, to interview Mo’s grandmother. It was an extremely awesome house. Plus, Mo’s grandmother was Mo’s grandmother, successful and celebrated and generally amazing. Laura thought, Mo can take care of himself.

And was Bowie supposed to be their problem now, just because he’d come back from the dead with them like a package deal? Buy three dead people, get one free?

Bowie, or whatever his name really was, seemed of a piece with Bogomil and the place they had escaped from. Who knew why he had ended up there? Death, she thought, but other people had died—lots of them—and none of those other dead people had hitched a ride back to Lewis Latimer with Laura and Daniel and Mo.

But you couldn’t just leave this guy here, in a music room with Mr. Anabin and a grand piano and a dead rabbit. Could you?

Laura said to Bowie, “Ruth would lose her shit if she woke up and there was some strange kid in the house. But you could stay with Daniel, I guess?”

Daniel’s family lived next door to the Hands. They’d been neighbors all their lives. What with all of Daniel’s brothers and sisters, odds were good his mother and his stepfather would never even notice some strange kid.

“Sure,” Daniel said. “I guess.”

Bowie said, “I can take care of myself.”

“Bowie. What a puzzle you are. Every piece of you a puzzle. Eventually you may remember more of what you were,” Mr. Anabin said. “But the world, too, is not as it once was.”

Bowie said nothing to this. When he left the room, Laura thought, He doesn’t even know where he’s going, does he? The thought was so unmooring she bit the inside of her cheek.

Mr. Anabin said, “Mohammed, I’ll drive you home. It’s a long way for you to walk.”

If Laura had been Mo, she wouldn’t have accepted. But Mo just hunched his shoulders and nodded.

“Wait,” Daniel said. He held out his hand to Mo. “Give me the eraser. Let me try.”

Mo said, “Go for it.”

But the words on the blackboard wouldn’t come off for Daniel, either.

While Daniel was scrubbing with all of his considerable might, Mr. Anabin got a plastic bag from the closet. He put the dead rabbit into this. Who would clean up the smear of blood, the dirt that Bogomil’s bare feet had tracked across the floor? The taunting words Bogomil had left upon the blackboard? Not Laura.
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