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Prologue

THE FOOTSTEPS OUTSIDE MY DOOR WERE NOT THE USUAL clicking of my neighbor’s heels, but scuffling, like a rodent. I stepped quietly, heel-to-toe, from my bedroom to the hallway, wearing only a thin T-shirt and ratty underwear. The peephole on the door was old; you had to swing aside a silver-dollar-sized medallion in order to look through a little circle of semitransparent glass. The change in light was obvious from the outside so I never used it. Instead, I placed my ear against the door.

I heard my roommate Sam’s thin voice from her room hiss, “What’s happening?” but I didn’t answer. It was past midnight and someone was pacing back and forth in our hallway. The door shifted against my face a little as someone leaned against it.

The knock made me jump. I saw Sam’s little pink face peek around her doorframe at the end of the hall. The knocks started coming rapidly then. 

James’s eyes were bloodshot when I opened the door, his cheeks hollow, the hair on the back of his head had grown out unevenly. I stood in the doorway, in my underwear, holding on to the brass knob, jiggling it back and forth in my palm. “What are you doing here?” I said. At first I couldn’t think how he found me in the first place, then I remembered all the times I’d given him my address so he could order cars home for me at night.

“Can I come in?” he said. I could smell alcohol on him.

I glanced at Sam, who ducked back into her bedroom. The apartment had no common space, just a galley kitchen, little bathroom, and hallway. I wavered, not yet stepping out of the way.

He opened his wallet. “We owe you money,” he said. “We never paid you for that last week. I told you not to let us get away with that.”

I didn’t say anything but moved aside to let him pass.

I watched him look into my bedroom—the first unfurnished room I’d lived in since moving to New York—the futon mattress on the floor in the corner, the ripped-up sheets, the books piled against the wall. I wondered if he’d realize how many came from his house, how many I’d taken from the walls of shelves in his wife’s office. He wiped sweat from his chin. There was nowhere to sit down.

“May I have a glass of water?” he said. The politeness of the question bothered me.

I moved to the kitchen and he walked past me and into Sam’s room without asking. “Oh,” I heard him mumble, “Sorry.”

“My roommate,” I said, handing him the water.

He took a sip and set it on the counter. “Just you two?” he said, looking around. “It’s a one-bedroom then or is there a living room?”

I just stared at him in the harsh kitchen light.

“You don’t know what happened?” he said.

“I don’t know anything.” 

“Lonnie left. Disappeared.” He took a step toward me. “She didn’t drain the money, but she left me with William.”

I could smell his cedar-scented aftershave under the sweat and alcohol. I realized I hadn’t shaved my legs in days. “You’re doing well, right?” he said.

I didn’t respond. It wasn’t hard to imagine why she would leave him. I tried to remember exactly how long it had been since I saw her, since everything had gotten so messed up in the Hamptons—six months at this point. Maybe it took her that long to get up the courage.

“What do you mean disappeared?”

He didn’t answer the question. “I’m sure you found a new job?” he said instead, slurring his words, staring at my mouth. “Must be easy to find a new job.”

I don’t know if it was the news about Lonnie or this vague come-on, but something switched then. I wanted him gone.

“You’re drunk,” I said. “It’s late. You should go.”

He looked around again, his eyes turning big and glassy like those of an insulted child—surprised at any slight. I walked to the door and opened it, waiting for him to follow. He shoved a wad of money into my hand at the threshold. “I didn’t want you to come after us,” he said. “For not getting your last payment.”

I took the cash without saying anything, though we both knew I could never go after him for anything. There was no record of me. Legally, I never had anything to do with the whole lot of them. I took it because I was used to needing money or maybe because I thought he needed to give it to me. I locked the door quickly behind him, then looked down to find all I was holding were some crumpled ones, two fives, and a wad of receipts.
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I NEVER SIGNED A CONTRACT. THE WIFE HANDED ME HOUSE keys with a flippancy I found unnerving, despite my desperation. I held them the whole way back to Brooklyn, to reassure myself I had indeed been given the job, that there had been an agreement, fingering the ridges until my sweaty palms smelled of metal. The ring had a leather strap attached featuring a monogrammed “L” that made me wonder if she’d given me her own set by accident.

I was still clutching them, the strap wrapped around my index finger, when I sat down at a bar and ordered a drink that evening. I gave the bartender my credit card, and said, “Keep it open,” thinking I might just leave when I’d finished. The card was maxed out by then; he could have it.

I’d had such a long list of jobs. All the girls I knew got the same start in the world. We were hired part-time, as hostesses or maybe retail associates. The jobs were all essentially the same: stand around, smile, look pretty, look thin, look stylish. I was told, “You are the face of this establishment,” which was given to mean I was the first person customers would see, but really meant I was nothing more than a face to them.

Those positions made the mind shrivel. Reading was not allowed, even on the slowest of days. Sitting was not allowed. I would envy the servers just for being able to walk around. Standing still was what made the ache in my feet noticeable. The clock ticked. The same songs repeated. People came; they complained or they didn’t. They left. And then, when I quit, I was left with nothing—no savings, no unemployment, no severance.

My reflection in the mirror behind the shelves of alcohol had dark circles under the eyes, thinned-out cheeks. Walking around Crown Heights had started to give me a terrifying awareness of my body. It was brittle, milky, weak. I could feel the hip bones showing through the skin. It wasn’t that I felt like a child, it was worse—I felt like a patient. My summer sundresses transformed into hospital gowns. Everyone around me looked very strong by comparison.

I’d been surviving for weeks on bodega coffee and prepackaged pastries—those little glazed things, more chemical than food, more air than bread. That afternoon, right before the interview, I’d used my pocketknife to slice open a ripe avocado because I’d read somewhere that a person could survive, however deficiently, on avocados alone. The knife had been a gift from my dad on my twelfth birthday, and it had been blunted on twigs and sharpened again and again in the woods around his house. One summer evening I made a small trap out of sticks and twine, placing food carefully inside. After dinner I found a rabbit stuck in it, its blank eyes blinking at me. I picked the animal up by its scruff and quickly snapped the neck, then slit the throat.

I was testing myself. My mom had decided to become a vegetarian, and had explained it to me this way: “I could never kill an animal, so why should it be all right to have other people do it for me?”

I hadn’t expected the blood to spurt out the way it did. I returned home covered in it and had to explain to my dad what I’d done. Though I’d felt all right walking back from the rabbit’s tiny grave, a lump formed mysteriously in my throat when I had to justify my actions to someone else. I wiped away tears, unsure if I was embarrassed by my actions or my emotions. My dad laughed at me and tossed me a kitchen rag.

When I remembered the rabbit now, I was filled with a useless regret that I hadn’t cut off the muscle and eaten it. But a beer on an empty stomach had a wonderful effect—a combination of much-needed calories and alcohol working together to numb everything. I tried to keep myself from gulping.

The bar was new. Thin wood paneling ran up the wall from the tall backs of black-cushioned booths and curved around the ceiling, like the inside of a sailing ship. The man sitting next to me was a cop, his sturdy frame filling out the navy uniform.

“This place,” he said, raising a hand to gesture at the room.

“I know, right?” I replied, excited to have someone talking to me. It had been a long time since I’d been out with anyone. It’d been a long time since I’d been out at all.

“You live around here?”

“Yeah, pretty close.”

He nodded, ran a hand over his shaved head. “I used to work in this neighborhood in the nineties,” he said. “That’s where they put the new guys. We were on Franklin on my first week, on Franklin and St. Marks. We turned the corner and some guys had these girls tied to a lamppost on the street. These guys were chucking bowling balls at them. Fucking crack cocaine. They were playing ninepins with a group of screaming girls. Stopping traffic and no one even called us. We just walked in on that scene.”

“That wasn’t very long ago,” I said.

“And now you live here,” he replied. I felt he was stopping himself short of saying “little white girl.” It was what a strange man on my block had called me that morning, accompanied by a sucking sound against his teeth. Though I felt self-righteous about this sort of treatment—I was poor, what did he know?—I tried to understand that my face alone was a threatening sign of rising rent. He didn’t want me there, but I couldn’t afford to live anywhere else.

I didn’t think anything about the story of the girls tied up on Franklin. What I did think about was getting this man to buy me dinner. I studied his body—the bulk of his shoulder muscles under his uniform, the sharp, clean-shaven line of his jaw. I guessed he was in his forties, though it was hard to tell. His dark skin was unwrinkled. I didn’t often end up with men who looked like him. I usually went home with skinny white boys no older than me. They rarely knew what to do.

“My name is Ella,” I said. “Tell me more about Crown Heights.” I cradled my chin in my palm, looking at him wistfully. “I’m from very far away.”

He gave me a side-eye in which I could see him sizing up my body as well. He took a swig of beer, and then said, “You know about the riots, Ella? Everybody knows about the riots.”

I didn’t know what he was referencing, but I nodded.

“No, let me tell you about something else.” He squinted at me. “You know about the LeRoi family?”

A bead of condensation dripped from my glass onto my leg. I felt it trickle all the way down to my ankle. I shook my head.

“They ran a church out of a brownstone around here, but it wasn’t a real church, it was more like a harem of women. The pastor was this guy Rev. LeRoi. He liked ’em young. The girls would dress up like nuns and go beg for money in the subway. They had all kinds of this guy’s kids. Nobody understood how so many kids fit in that house. There were rumors LeRoi made them keep ’em upstairs in cages. When one of the girls wanted out, she disappeared. This went on for years. They finally busted LeRoi, and found where he’d been dumping the bodies.”

“Where?”

“This land he owned up north somewhere. In a lake. He killed some nineteen girls. Thing is, his son still runs the church. Supposedly it’s squeaky clean now, but I’d stay the hell away from it.”

I looked down and found my barstool was rocking back and forth and my beer was gone, though it didn’t seem like enough time had passed for me to drink it all. It was quite a twisted story by way of introduction, but I didn’t care. I still wanted to have dinner with him. The cop turned to the bartender. “Another round?” he asked. I couldn’t stand the thought of more beer so I ordered a gin and tonic—tonic was supposed to be good for nausea, wasn’t it? I laughed, repeated the word “tonic.” It was going to restore me.

The cop looked at me out of the corner of his eye again. I put my hands on the bar, fingers splayed, my new set of keys hard and sharp against my palm.

“Do you live around here?” I asked.

“Nah, Brooklyn Heights.”

I struggled to find my straw. “You still work around here?”

“In Manhattan.”

“What are you doing out here?”

We were playing twenty questions; he was losing interest.

“Nostalgia, I guess. Or more like curiosity.”

“You just came out here to have a drink alone?”

I drew out the word “alone,” trying to make it sound sad. It’s not hard with that word.

“Could ask you the same question.”

We stared at each other. My little legs had somehow become entwined in his big ones. It just happens that way, when you’re at a bar and turn toward each other. The barstool was still rocking underneath me, but at least it was good for something.

I said, “Do you want to get out of here, get some food?”

He didn’t answer but opened his fat wallet, paid both our tabs, and drank the rest of his beer in one gulp. The bartender handed me back my card, uncharged.

Outside, twilight was gathering, but the air was still warm, the warmth swimming around me. My legs felt watery. I was so weak, I was evaporating. I wasn’t sure I could make it to the restaurant. I grabbed his arm, a gesture disguised as flirtation but really meant to steady myself.

He laughed. “You okay?”

I smiled at him, my face indolent, droopy. “I’m great. Hungry.”

“Let’s get you some food.”

As we walked I felt him reach over and pull down my skirt in the back. He did it quickly, not saying anything. I didn’t feel embarrassed; I was still holding the keys to my new job. That was the important thing.

On Nostrand Avenue we ordered roti at a counter. There were stacks of cake in clamshell containers next to the register. I asked for one and then took out my wallet, even though it was empty. He put a hand on my hand, pulled out his own again. I smiled and couldn’t stop smiling, though it made my sad, weak face hurt. I was going to eat on someone else’s dime. I commended myself. He was such a good find; cops want to take care of people. I thanked him, patted his arm, a little overeager, but what did it matter?

I realized as we sat waiting for our food, I had no reason to continue speaking to him. He’d already paid for the meal. Counter service was a good idea, rather than waiting through a whole meal to see whether he would ask to split the bill. I made a mental note as I snapped open the plastic cake container, not caring what he thought about me eating it before the other food. The frosting was the kind of sweet that made my teeth feel loose in my skull. I ate it anyway, all of it, gobbled it down. It was a good thing the roti took so long to come or I probably would’ve devoured that as well and thrown it all up in the street.

I’d never had roti before and had to watch the cop to figure out how to eat it. I followed his lead as he unwrapped the tinfoil and ripped off a bit of thin, unleavened bread, using the piece to scoop up the chicken and potatoes inside. I was delighted, when I bit into it, to find the bread was flaky and soft and the chicken tasted of butter and curry. Then my teeth bit into something hard.

“There’s bones in there,” the cop said, watching me.

I didn’t look at him; I just spit the bone into my hand, set it down on the table, and went back to eating. It was enjoyable, using my hands, fishing out the chicken bones. I didn’t give a shit what I looked like to this cop, since he’d already paid for all this good food.

“Girl’s starving,” he said, as I scooped up bite after bite.

“I’ve hardly had a minute to eat today,” I said, my mouth full.

I realized then that he hadn’t asked me a single question about myself. Didn’t he wonder why I hadn’t eaten all day? Didn’t he wonder what I did for work? Wasn’t that the question everyone always asked?

When the food was gone I was very full. I was grateful to him for providing me with this lovely full feeling. I didn’t feel I owed him for it, but I felt like repaying him anyway. He had a good face—friendly wide-set eyes and perfect white teeth. It was dark outside. I slapped a mosquito away from my leg as we stood together on the curb. The seventeen-year cicadas were supposed to hatch and outnumber the city’s population six hundred to one that summer, but they never came. The eggs had died; the newspapers said we’d filled too many vacant lots with condos. Mosquitoes were already swarming in their place. “Subway’s that way,” he said.

I pulled on his thick arm and said, “Yeah, but I live over here.”

We didn’t say anything else. He was kissing me by the time we got to the front door of my building—his lips tasted of curry and beer. I held his head between my hands, the keys pressing into his cheek, thinking it was wonderful to have a man walk me home at night. I was so obliged to him. He didn’t ask why my bedroom had no real furniture, and I was thankful for that too. He just pinned me on my futon mattress in the dark. It was good—friendly and nice, like his face. I knew I wouldn’t see him again.

THE LEROI “HOUSE OF EVIL,” AS THE NEW YORK POST CALLED IT, was down the street from my building. For a while after that night I made a habit of walking past the house, though it required circling the block to head toward the train. I liked to pass it when the morning sun streaked gold across the cream-colored brick. There were blue patio chairs out front, and potted hedges flanking the front door. An American flag hung like a curtain in one of the bay windows on the lower level. It was these everyday details that struck me.

Once a man whistled at me from an upstairs bedroom. “Come here!” he said, and I noticed that he wasn’t yelling, wasn’t even calling, but was talking just loud enough for me to hear. I didn’t stop.

It’s easy to become interested in a story like this. It only requires the same kind of curiosity about evil as watching a horror movie, but why did I continue to visit the house? That month I traced my daily routes around the city in a thick notebook—a project I’d picked up in order to prove my growing intimacy with New York. According to this hand-drawn account I walked past the LeRoi residence almost fifty times that summer, each time on my way to work for Lonnie.
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SHE WAS YOUNG, YOUNG ENOUGH THAT EVERYONE IN THE CITY, where the rich aged slowly, called her too young. I liked to watch her when she wasn’t looking. The smooth curve of her legs above thin little ankles, flat stomach, pert round breasts. Dark hair and too much of it. “The kind you can’t do anything with!” she whined, because the effects of a flat iron or hot rollers quickly wore off in the city’s humidity, leaving rumpled silken waves instead. Eyebrows thick, manicured, usually drawn in enough to crease the skin between them, that little crease, the very beginnings of her first—her only—faint wrinkle. The nose, upturned, not a ridiculous ski jump, only slightly. Do the rich breed those upturned noses? Her eyes, heavy lidded, green, but not so radiant in color. The kind of eyes you think are plain brown because of all that brown hair, but then find no, those are flecks of jade.

The mouth. How does one describe a mouth? A mouth is flesh—movement—characterized by those white tips of teeth, by expression, by the rose that deepens when bit, when idly played with by fingertips. The way the shape of a face changes with a smile, a frown, a story, a wedge of pineapple between the molars.

There is no way to describe a face. Not really. No way to explain how it moves. We put women like Lonnie on film—nations fall in love. Not with the women themselves, not with the characters, not with those beautiful features even, but with the movement of their muscles, the way the pliable flesh is stretched across bone, the way it changes. The way it makes us feel something—elation or sadness, it doesn’t matter which. Emotion is a stirring—a movement. We fall in love with a moving body. And so it moves us.

She wore a man’s robe, gold with black trim, and you could tell, the way it plunged down her chest, she was naked underneath. Getting dressed was the last thing she did before leaving the house. She sometimes asked me to zip her dresses, so I ran my fingertips from the base of her spine to the nape of her neck without actually touching her. She would let out a tiny sigh as I was doing it, as if the basic process of putting on clothes depressed her.

At the beach she mixed Pimm’s and 7UP in a thermos, then passed it around and smiled. Something about her posture became unfastened in the sun and she melted into her towel, running her fingers through the sand around her, as if she were raking the whole beach, slowly, inch by inch. She didn’t seem to be listening to anyone; she didn’t say anything; she didn’t read. She just smiled and touched the sand and sometimes put her cheek to her own bronzed shoulder, as if to feel its warmth.

I worried about her in the water. She ran to it like a child who had not yet been hit by an unexpected wave. She always swam out farther than I did. She would turn horizontal to float and I would lose sight of her from my vantage point close to shore.

I worried about her everywhere. She was always late. She was the kind of person who would arrive at a restaurant an hour after expected, run into the room, throw her things across three chairs, plunk down on a fourth, and then sigh and smile as if she’d lived in that spot her whole life. She never apologized. Her purse was always dribbling out MetroCards or tubes of eyeliner or important receipts. She left a trail of bobby pins wherever she went. She was always losing something but never frantic about it. What did it matter when you could just ask anyone for a swipe into the subway or a slick of lip balm or a tampon? Could it be that everyone had treated her that way her whole life? We all wanted to give her whatever we had.

I knew some details about her past—her mother had died young, her father was in finance. She was an only child. Her paternal grandparents were French, her maternal grandparents, Italian. She had gone to Marymount School, the religious bent of which had given her what she described as “a hard-on for Catholicism,” though apparently she didn’t mean this in a sacrilegious way. She still considered herself a member of the Church.

There were two photo albums jammed between thick art books on a shelf in her hallway, each containing no more than fifteen photos, mostly of people I never met alongside a few shots of flowers or rooms. Lonnie was featured in only three of them. In the first, she was probably twelve years old and away at summer camp, wearing thin white cotton shorts and a silly old-fashioned handkerchief tied under the collar of a white polo. She was standing in front of a cabin, leaning against the wooden handrail leading to the screen door, her little ass sticking out from the angle of her posture, her face turned slightly away from the camera, like she didn’t know the photo was being taken. She was slimmer, flat chested, a little gangly even, but with tanned, flawless skin and the same thick waves streaming down her shoulders.

The other album was obviously from high school. Lonnie was in two of these photos. In one, she was standing in front of a school bus, wearing a long coat with toggle buttons over the Alice-blue pleated skirt of her school uniform. She was standing next to two girls who were talking to each other, but she was evidently not a part of the conversation. She was holding an arm up, her hand touching the hair by her temple. Though the image captured her full face, she was not smiling or looking at the camera here either; she was looking down. It was impossible to tell whether she was again unaware of the photographer’s presence or attempting a model’s pose, trying to look natural.

I’m looking at the last photo as I write. One day I slipped it from its plastic casing into my purse. She is sitting on the wood floor next to an unmade bed. A white sheet is falling next to her. Her cheeks are a little fuller, her hair a little shorter, but otherwise she looks exactly like the adult incarnation I knew. She’s not in her uniform, but a pair of white denim shorts and a navy halter top. She’s barefoot, her toenails painted a deep red. Her knees are bent, so you can see the full flesh of her thighs and the small strip of denim covering her crotch. She is leaning back, resting her palms on the floor behind her. Her lips are pursed and her eyes a little narrowed at the camera. She is ready to devour the photographer.

The photo was easy to steal. I didn’t think she would suspect me, I didn’t think she would even notice its disappearance, but that wasn’t why I took it. I wanted to be the photographer or Lonnie, maybe both, though I knew owning the photo would not get me any closer to either experience. Did I have an inkling that I would need to record her? That I would spend a long time trying to work out what she was to me? Did I have a suspicion that she might not be real? Was I grasping for evidence?

I am picturing us together at the beach, but I can’t be sure if it is a real memory. We are the only ones in the water. The lifeguard’s chair is empty. I look behind me and see the men, her men, asleep on the sand with the baby. I am waist deep in the water, numb to the cold but still goose pimpled. I keep turning around so the waves don’t hit me in the face, then looking back out, searching for her. She is past where the waves are breaking, just floating on her back, bobbing in the water. I catch glimpses of her arms, stretched out and gleaming wet in the sun, then I lose her again. I can’t go back to the shore because I am the only one watching.
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THEY OWNED A FOUR-STORY TOWN HOUSE BETWEEN PARK AND Lexington in Carnegie Hill. I didn’t see their home until my first day of work. My interview had been conducted at the playground. They told me about William’s routine as we followed him around the sandbox. He was sixteen months old, walked on the balls of his feet like a tiny ballet dancer, and could say a few words. “We may need you to stay late occasionally, but generally, you’ll be off by four.”

The husband gestured to his wife and said, “Lonnie doesn’t work, but she needs the days for her writing.”

Lonnie knelt down next to William and ran a little toy truck along the ledge of the sandbox, keeping her knees together. She was wearing a pencil skirt and heels as if she were the one being interviewed. I worried about my appearance, though I’d dressed carefully that morning and pulled my hair up so the humidity wouldn’t affect it. I was wearing flats and carrying a backpack instead of a handbag. It felt too casual; I looked like a teenager compared to her.

She left her big caramel-colored purse on a bench rather far from where we ended up standing, and I felt like going over to grab it for her, but also sensed it was not my place to do so. She wasn’t even keeping an eye on it; her attention was focused on her son. They didn’t ask me very many questions. I gave them a few details about the invented families I’d listed on my résumé, not mentioning my latest month of unemployment or the way my stomach cramped with hunger all day long. I reassured them I had no interest in moving back home. “So much to do all the time,” I said of New York, trying to sound eager about the cliché.

I never knew what to say when someone asked me why I’d come to the city. I felt I’d moved for the same reason my ancestors had packed up wagons and made their way across the wide expanse of the American prairie—I wanted to see the elephant. I’d loved that idiom from the first time I heard it. The pioneers had invented a way to sum up both the naïve optimism of someone setting out to make their fortune as well as the jaded cynicism to which it was inevitably coupled. The contradictory nature of the phrase was particularly relevant early that summer, as I struggled to sustain myself. Hungry, broke, yet stupidly self-righteous about my lack of privilege and the very fact of my continued survival in a strange new place, I kept asking myself, Have you seen the elephant yet?

Oregon, or my memory of it, exists mostly in nighttime or the gloaming hours of dusk. I learned to live in that funny dark space. Those houses I occupied were familiar by touch and sound—the popcorn texture of my father’s spackled walls, the smooth wood of my mother’s antique radio, the ticking clock in the kitchen, the quiet creaking of the floors. Life happened by climbing out windows after midnight curfew, wandering through all those big backyards, so big the owners would never find me and the boy I was with. Which boy? Any boy, it didn’t matter; it was dark. Life happened in the dark back seats of cars. Everyone was pale.

I could see my father in his robe sipping a beer in the backyard at night while the rain petered out. His lawn chair—a rainbow-printed number from the seventies—squeaked as he turned toward the dark field past our backyard, the darker trees beyond the field, and said, “Why would anyone ever want to leave this place?” I knew I wasn’t supposed to answer and I also knew that the question was meant for me.

I DIDN’T KNOW WHAT TO MAKE OF HER—OF EITHER OF THEM, really. I felt a certain amount of resentment—for their wealth, their beauty, their confidence. It wasn’t envy exactly. I didn’t want their life, but I resented them for being able to live the way they did at all.

I had never worked for a boss my own age. The husband, James, was also young, in his mid-thirties. He was fit and tan with only a little gray mixed into his thick, honey-blond hair. I assumed, despite our closeness in age, that because of their obvious wealth, they would end up treating me like a servant instead of someone helping raise their child.

At the end of the interview, Lonnie (purse back in hand) told William to say goodbye to me. He tiptoed over and wrapped his little arms around my legs.

“I think that settles it,” she said. “When can you start?”

Of course, it strikes me now, how trusting she was. What did she see in me? A girl in a thin ten-dollar dress, raised in a truck-stop town in rural Oregon, who’d never finished college? Maybe it didn’t matter who I was.

I SPENT A LONG TIME, THAT FIRST DAY, DECIDING WHICH DOOR to come through. I had keys to both, but going up the stoop and through the arched double doors of the main entrance seemed presumptuous, and entering through the ground level, servile. I’d never been faced with a decision like this before. In my three years of living in the city I had not once entered a single-family house.

I ended up flicking the latch on the iron gate and going through the ground-floor entrance, under the stoop. The door opened into a small mudroom. Weak morning light seeped in from the next room, illuminating an antique mirrored hall tree directly opposite the door, where a cream trench coat hung crookedly by its sleeve. I peeled off my canvas backpack and jean jacket and placed them next to the trench coat on a filigreed hook. The presence of the coat comforted me. The ground-floor entrance was used by the family, not just the help.

The next room over was a breakfast nook, which led to the kitchen. There was a baby monitor on the counter showing a grainy little picture of William asleep in his crib, his arms up over his head. Everything was quiet. Lonnie had told me, “Just let yourself in, I’ll show you around. And when Billy wakes up you can give him some breakfast and take him to the park. You can go home early after that. We’ll just get him used to you.”

I’d assumed she’d be waiting for me at the door. I felt intrusive touring her house alone. I thought maybe I’d come through the wrong door after all, so I climbed the wooden stairs to the right of the kitchen, which led to a large foyer bounded by a formal dining room at the front of the house and a living room toward the back. Though the walls were an airy white, all the furniture looked like it had been acquired at an estate sale or a bordello—heavy oak, leather, red velvet in a time and place where it was a sign of wealth and taste to buy everything new. Mirrors in baroque frames hung on the walls. Both rooms were empty, save my own reflection.

“Hello?” I said, my voice coming out smaller than I expected.

There was no response. For a moment I wondered if it were possible I’d let myself into the wrong home. But no, it had been William on the baby monitor. Lonnie was probably just in a bathroom somewhere. I stood still in the foyer. The house smelled of lavender and something earthy, like modeling clay.

It felt too intimate to climb any higher. I had no idea what to do with myself. I decided abandoning my backpack by the door had been a mistake, so I went down to retrieve it. As I passed through the kitchen, the baby monitor started to emit the coos and whines of William waking. I stood staring at his restless form on the little screen, waiting for something to happen. For Lonnie to rise from the depths of the house and do something. For a creak that would signify movement. I was so still and anxious I thought I’d be able to hear the latch of a door two flights up. I heard the footsteps of someone on the sidewalk outside, the barking of a dog in the distance, the hum of traffic on Lexington Avenue, and William’s sleepy moaning. I heard my own heartbeat, but I didn’t hear Lonnie.

Was she testing me? Was this her version of a trial period? Will you let my baby cry or do something? How empathetic of a nanny are you? The clock on the stove read 7:45, fifteen minutes after my scheduled arrival time and too long to pretend I wasn’t there yet.

It wasn’t until I started to climb the stairs that led from the main entrance to the bedrooms above that I realized I didn’t know where William’s nursery was. Crying was coming from the room at the top of the stairs and I found the door partly open. I gave it a gentle push and it swept back to reveal Lonnie, naked, tangled in the pin-striped sheets of a four-poster bed. She lay on her side, her back to me, her dark locks spread around the pillow, the thin line of her neck emerging through the hair. A square of sunlight illuminated the concavity of her waist, the little white hairs on her skin, and the dust swirling in the air above her. She drew one leg slowly up and the sheet came with it, sliding up her inner thigh. On her nightstand was the source of the crying—another baby monitor, through which she was apparently having no trouble sleeping.

I stepped backward—not breathing, leaving the door agape—and ran up another flight of stairs where I could now hear, in the room at the front of the house, William’s fussing starting to turn to wails. He calmed when I lifted him out of his crib and stared at me for a moment before, having judged me kindly, he rested his head in the crook of my neck. I hummed to him and looked around his room.

It was not cluttered with toys or decor, though a wooden train set was spread out across the greater part of a wool shag rug. A mobile of downy sheep hung above the crib and next to it a painting of an endearing frowning lion. Above the changing table I recognized an Edward Gorey illustration, a tiny, serenely smiling bow-tied boy at a long white-clothed table with a tiny fruit plate and tiny dinner bell. Behind him, the back of an enormous Gothic chair and then crosshatched shadows.

As there was still no sign of Lonnie, I walked William over to the changing table and unbuttoned his onesie. He stuck two fingers in his mouth and stared at me as I worked. He was long, skinny, and light to lift, like he was made of hollow bird bones. Something about his expression, whether serious or smiling, was a little vacant and dreamy. After I buttoned him back up, he squirmed to be put down and toddled on tiptoe back to his crib, yanking a matted grayish-white blanket lined in satin through the slats. He gripped a corner to his nose, and then made his way back to me, holding the same corner up, offering me a turn. I bent down and gave the blanket a good sniff. The fabric smelled like baby powder and, more faintly, urine. Without taking his fingers out of his mouth, he laughed.

Lonnie threw the door open then, startling both of us. She was wearing her robe, her hair a tangled nest on one side of her head, pillow marks on her cheek.

“Oh God!” she said. “Elle!”

She was the only person I’d ever known to shorten my name—Ella usually being diminutive enough as it is. I liked the way “Elle” sounded in her mouth, though—a sort of sleek exclamation.

“I completely overslept!”

“It’s okay,” I said. “I hope it’s all right I came up here. I heard William crying—”

“Oh God, of course! Thank you,” she said, picking William up.

“Mamamamama,” he droned, leaning into her chest.

DOWNSTAIRS, SHE POURED MILK FROM A GALLON JUG INTO A bottle. “Our last nanny wanted to transition him off the bottle when he turned one,” she said. “But he was still asking for it after she left, so I just gave it back to him.”

She pointed to a fruit bowl on the counter. “You can cut some up, if you like. And make coffee too. Eat any of our food anytime.”

Obediently, I boiled water in the red kettle on the stove and poured grounds into a French press. I also warmed some milk for William’s oatmeal and cut a banana into chunks. As I worked Lonnie said, “We’ve had some problems with nannies in the past actually.” She balanced William, still vacantly sucking his bottle, on her hip. “She was heartless, our last nanny.”

I looked at her, but she didn’t go on. Instead, she moved toward the fresh coffee like a moth toward light. “We can go out to the terrace,” she said. “I hate eating down here in the dark.”

Before following her up the stairs, our food loaded onto a bamboo tray, I turned and grabbed a peach for myself, just the right amount of yielding underneath the skin. I ran the fuzz back and forth under my fingertips while we sat in the sunlight on the terrace. It was my first peach of the season. Lonnie stripped off William’s onesie, set him in his high chair, and handed him a spoon. He set to work trying to eat the cereal. Most of it landed on his naked belly, but he didn’t mind.

The terrace extended past the living room over what I would later learn was the laundry room, guest bedroom, and bath behind the kitchen, taking up the remainder of the lot. Below us, on either side and to the rear, I could see the narrow, well-pruned backyards of neighboring houses.

Lonnie sat in front of a palm that rose up over her head. She twisted her hair into a bun, and, holding it in place with a raised arm, turned her face to the sun, as if photosynthesizing her breakfast. I never saw her eat more than coffee and fruit in the morning and that first day was no exception. She seemed content at the table, though, whether eating or not. She didn’t say much, so I didn’t either. She was still waking up and I liked the silence that fell between us as she did so. It was as if to say, we’ll be spending a lot of time together, no need to rush things. I held the peach to my nose, savoring the anticipation.

At one point she said, “You know what you’re doing. I’m not the kind of mother who hovers or tells you what to do. You can do what you feel like with him. There will always be cash inside the cigar box on the table in the foyer. You can buy him or yourself whatever you need—toys, coffee, food. I don’t want you to spend your own money when you’re with him. I never want you to want.”

“Okay,” I said. “Thank you.”

She watched me bite into my peach and smiled. “They’re delicious, aren’t they?” she said. “They’re not usually good yet.”

I used my hand to wipe a dribble of juice from my chin and nodded, calculating how much cash I could reasonably take from the cigar box, how much food from the cupboards, in order to eat dinner that week. I could feel myself starting to believe her, to trust her, to earnestly like her, though it might have just been the promise of nourishment. Not being hungry felt the same as being happy.

THAT FIRST WEEK, AFTER THE PEACH, I DEVOURED A SQUARE of bread, toasted brown, soft on the inside, slathered in a thick smear of salted butter with a French label. I followed it with raspberries, placed on each fingertip and popped off, one at a time, into my mouth. I ate thin slices of sharp cheddar and Gruyère, letting them melt on my tongue. I started simply, like a child, and with time moved on to forkfuls of sour kimchi, chili jam on nutty crackers, and garlicky green olives. I took to eating during William’s naptimes in order to fully concentrate on the food, training my body to register hunger between normal meals.

Food was better than I remembered, not just because I was ravenous, making up for lost time, but because Lonnie purchased only the best of everything—all the produce ripe, sweet, juicy, fresh, mostly from local farms. The eggs gave up bright orange yolks, the likes of which I’d never seen. They tasted almost like a different food they were so rich. Once, craving the crackers I’d tried not to finish off that afternoon, I went to Dean & DeLuca after my shift and found the tiny box cost ten dollars, which came out to more than fifty cents a cracker.

One day, watching me struggle, Lonnie showed me how to cut open a mango, avoiding the hard middle, then running the blade along the flesh of the two sides in a crisscross pattern. I imagined the knife
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