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Photography is violent. When we capture a subject in a photo, we steal that person out of time and flatten them. We reduce them so we can preserve them forever. You have to acknowledge that violence. Rejoice in it. I think that’s why I do so many self-portraits. All my life, the person I felt most comfortable harming was myself.


—MIRANDA BRAND (1956–1993)

















1.



KATE





JUNE 2017


California revealed itself to Kate as a series of spots, like a scratch-off lottery ticket, the forested hills emerging in patches as the plane lowered through the clouds. The landscape had been split into pieces: the purple mountains, the long oval of the bay. Just as the last wisp of cloud disappeared, the plane bounced on a gust, lurching everyone against their seat belts, so when Kate first saw the whole view laid out beneath her, her throat was clogged with fear. The plane righted itself, and she was annoyed at the turbulence for tricking her, for ruining her first impression. The man beside her crossed himself.


“I hate landings,” he said as he popped a Ritz cracker into his mouth. “Seems like no one knows how to fly a plane these days.”


Kate realized she was clutching the armrest. Only the left one: the man had commandeered their shared armrest somewhere over Colorado. She forced herself to relax her grip. Her eyelashes were matted together and her mouth tasted like dishwater. The morning—the bleary, hungover wait for the delayed plane; the ill-advised airport pretzel during her first layover—already seemed distant, sopped up into the grimy sponge of cross-country travel.


“Did it used to be better?” she asked the man, not because she especially wanted to talk to him, but because it was in her nature to ask questions. In elementary school, her parents had stopped taking her to the supermarket because she would interrogate them mercilessly about how the grocery cart was manufactured or how the vegetable mister worked. In college, she had been told she had a talent for the Socratic method.


“Oh, yeah,” Ritz-cracker guy said. “I’ve been flying for business for thirty-three years. I only just started getting sick maybe, I don’t know, the last decade. You’d think new technology would have smoothed out the ride, but it’s all about the training.” He selected a new cracker. “Are you from San Francisco?”


“New York. I’m out here to start a new job.”


“Oh, yeah? What do you do?”


“I’m an archivist.” The word felt unfamiliar in her mouth; she rolled it around, like a marble. At her seatmate’s blank look, she added, “I work with old documents.”


“That’s a real job?”


“Yep.”


“You always done that?”


“No. I used to work for a newspaper.”


His expression cooled. “You’re a journalist?”


“A copy editor.”


“Like with the semicolons?”


“Yes. And I checked facts, things like that.” The past tense was a dull hurt.


“Didn’t know anyone checked facts these days,” he said. “I get all my news from people I trust—my wife, my friends. I like to have a direct line. Straight from the source.”


Kate pressed her lips together. She already regretted encouraging the conversation, but she didn’t know how to end it politely. There were rules. Be accommodating. Pretend interest. Give them what they want. You started it. He smiled at her and drummed his fingers against the armrest, scattering crumbs.


“Anyway,” he said, “it sounds to me like you made a good choice, switching careers.”


This guy. He reminded her of Leonard Webb, although Leonard would have hated to hear that. He would have hated this guy’s rounded gut and checkered button-down and Midwestern twang. And Kate hated the guy for reminding her of Leonard at all.


The plane bounced again. Someone screamed behind them. The seat belt light blinked off overhead, which couldn’t be right. Out the window, the unfamiliar skyline tipped sideways in its oval frame, and Kate’s stomach swayed.


The guy was waiting for a follow-up, so she asked, unwillingly, “What do you do?”


“Insurance. For farmers. I make sure they’re not undervaluing their land. A lot of site visits.”


“So you’re kind of a fact-checker, too.”


He looked at her like she was crazy. “No.”


The plane dipped. They were coming in over the water now, so low and close Kate felt sure they would topple in. She imagined the water closing over her head. Would she be relieved? Before she had figured out the answer, the ground materialized beneath them, an asphalt miracle, and the wheels touched down.





Baggage claim. Kate waited with the rest of the tired passengers while the suitcases circled like alligators. The belt went on and on, the crowd thinned as others were reunited with their luggage, and still Kate’s bag did not appear. The back of her neck grew sweaty. Three months was a long time, and she had brought only the one suitcase. If her clothes vanished now, she would be truly alone. Not even an outlet-store sweater to keep her company.


When it was just her and one nervous college student left standing at the carousel, her fraying red bag tumbled down the ramp. Relief made her light-headed, like helium filling her skull.


Outside, she scanned the congested arrivals area for her aunt. The lanes were a mess of honking cars, panicked drivers bent double over their steering wheels as they searched the sidewalk for their loved ones. She finally spotted Louise waving from behind the windshield of a recently waxed Volvo. Louise parked the car in the middle lane and leaped out to hug Kate, which earned her a few sharp tweets on the traffic marshal’s whistle. Louise ignored him. She took Kate’s shoulders in her hands, even though Kate was a good six inches taller than her, and held her away to scrutinize her.


Kate did her own inventory. She hadn’t seen her aunt in three years, but Louise looked exactly the same. Only more tan. Like a deck that had been re-stained to a fresh but unrealistic brown. She was petite—she had a metabolism that could process pig lard into sinewy muscle—with a head of tight, tiny curls that always looked just a little wet. Louise was a harder, shinier version of Kate’s mother, a version that had been dipped in enamel and set out to dry. Kate remembered Louise as nosy and annoying, but she hoped that her aunt had changed, or that she herself had grown more patient, or that she had simply misremembered.


At last Louise dropped her hands and declared, “You look exhausted.”


Kate managed a smile. “It’s been a long day.”


“I bet! Three connections! You should have booked a direct flight.” Louise grabbed the suitcase and, over Kate’s protests, started wrestling it into the trunk. “I have an under-eye cream you can use. It’ll take away the circles. And did you eat? We have plenty of food waiting at home. Oh—I should call Frank, remind him to defrost the steak.”


If Louise was a renovated deck, Kate was a plaster wall under demolition. Pieces of herself were falling off in the balmy California air. “I can text him from the road if you want.”


“Oh, yes.” Louise nodded, as if Kate were reminding her about a city she had visited a long time ago. “Texting.”


Louise chattered all the way through San Francisco’s endless loops of overpasses and underpasses, gushing words like a sprung fire hydrant. She told Kate how they had prepared the guest room, how excited they were to have her, how she had planned out all kinds of activities. They crossed the Golden Gate Bridge into Marin, the turnoff to Sausalito, a sign for Tiburon, and still Louise talked.


Kate tried to listen, but the words floated over her without touching down. She rested her head against the window and watched the surroundings through half-closed eyes. Up here, the light was rich and liquid, more golden than down near the airport; it pooled on the huge houses in the hills, the boats in the marina. People must pay a lot of money to live in that light.


“By the way,” Louise said as they took a steep exit, “I saved last week’s Atlantic for you. There’s an article I thought you should read.”


“Yeah?”


“It’s all about how your generation is feeling very lost. Something to do with the brain chemicals released when you look at television screens. Also, the economy. But by the end, the guy they profiled was feeling much better. He had realized he needed to go to law school. It helps a lot when you discover the right thing, you know?”


Kate’s eyes slid over to her aunt. “Yep,” she said.


She knew the article Louise meant. It had been everywhere. For a couple days, the internet had been full of memes and think pieces about the trite quotes and obviously staged photos. Her college friends had pilloried it by group text. Or at least the people in the group with good jobs had pilloried it. The others, the ones like Kate, stayed silent.


“Your job just wasn’t the right fit,” Louise continued. “It wasn’t your passion. Otherwise you wouldn’t have … well. My point is, your feelings are perfectly normal.”


“Thanks,” Kate said.


“And law school is always an option.”


“Okay.”


“I mean, you would have to take the LSAT. I think Faye’s son took it, if you want to borrow his books while you’re here.”


She means well, Kate told herself. That was her family’s private saying about Louise. She means well. They had used it that time when Louise lectured a recovering alcoholic cousin about the importance of “letting loose once in a while,” and that time when Louise was babysitting seven-year-old Kate and took her to the emergency room for what she thought was a fatal rash and turned out to be a sunburn. They used it every year when Louise sent offensively large checks for birthdays and Christmas, not realizing that her proud New Englander siblings saw the money as an insult. Louise was brash, oblivious, and eager to intervene, but she did have good intentions.


Desperate to change the conversation, Kate said, “Have you met Theo Brand yet? He said he was coming in last week to open up the house.”


“Roberta saw him at the general store. Apparently, he was—” Louise broke off.


“He was what?”


“Nothing.”


“Tell me.” Now Kate sat up straight. “I’m going to meet him tomorrow anyway.”


“Well, Roberta just said he wasn’t very … nice.” Louise twisted the steering wheel; they had come onto a series of browned switchbacks. The ocean lay ahead of them like a blue tarp pulled snug across the furry line of the earth. “He wouldn’t talk to her.”


“Maybe he was tired. He has two little kids.” Their voices had been in the background at the end of their phone interview, high and plaintive.


Louise sniffed. “Lots of people have kids and still manage to say hello.”


“Okay.”


“Anyway, it was more than that. She said it was like he looked right through her.” The car pitched to one side as Louise shivered. “I don’t know about you being all alone in that big house with him. You’ll tell me if anything kooky goes on in there, right?”


“No,” Kate said. “I can’t. I signed a nondisclosure agreement.”


“You what?” The car lurched sideways again. Kate grabbed the handle above her door.


“It’s not that unusual.”


“It sounds very unusual.”


“Well, it’s not.” Kate was almost laughing. So much for misremembering what Louise was like. “I thought you thought this job was a good idea. You’re the one who got it for me.”


“I am not. All I did was pass your résumé to his cleaning girl.”


“You know what I mean.”


Louise’s fingers tightened on the steering wheel.


“I didn’t vouch for him,” she muttered.


Kate sighed. This was just like her family. Urge you to do something, and then when you did it, imply you were stupid for doing it.


They were right along the ocean now. Beyond the flimsy guardrail, the water silvered and coruscated beneath a white evening sky. Gulls stretched their wings and dove toward dark Jurassic cliffs. Pulled up at the last moment, then dove again. Looking for the thrill of wind in their feathers—or for the kill.





Twenty hours earlier, Kate had been in New York, or more specifically in Bushwick, at the birthday party of someone she didn’t know. Her best friend, Natasha, had dragged her along. Kate had once loved parties. She had been charming, adept at shunting her excess energy into clever conversation. It was harder these days. She got nervous and shaky. She missed cues for witty lines. She didn’t want people recognizing her, staring at her, wondering if she was still crazy, what meds she was on, if she had gotten a settlement from the newspaper. Worse, she didn’t want them thinking she was boring.


But Natasha had leverage: Kate was crashing in their old apartment the night before her early flight out of JFK, and even though her name was technically on the lease through the end of the month, the rules of hospitality were in effect. A good guest was game for anything.


Now it was past midnight—long after she should have left, given how early she would have to get up for her flight. It was getting to that moment in the party: the playlist had shifted from indie electronic to nostalgia pop, the alcohol from microbrews to PBR, and an array of medical-grade joints were being discreetly passed around. Kate was standing by an open window, studying the skyline. She had drunk just enough to take the edge off. Not enough to dull her anxiety entirely: if she pushed against it, she would still bleed.


Wet metal tapped her shoulder. Natasha, with a new beer. Thank God. Kate took it and used the windowsill to pop off the cap.


“How you doing?” Natasha asked. Her voice too kind.


“Fine.”


“No one you know, right? I promised.”


“Right. Yeah, it’s cool. I’m glad I came.”


If Natasha knew Kate was lying, she didn’t comment. “I wish you weren’t leaving,” she said instead, dragging her braids forward over her shoulder. “What am I going to do? Who am I going to hang out with?”


“You’ll be fine,” Kate said. “What am I going to do, out in California, with my crazy aunt and uncle and a bunch of weird old shit?”


“You love weird old shit. You’re going to get super tan. And you can find all kinds of secrets about Miranda Brand and write a book. You can get a million dollars and buy one of those pink Victorian mansions. Go on all the TV shows. You’ll never come back to New York.”


That didn’t sound so bad. New York was contaminated now. Whenever Kate stood on her usual subway platform or passed a familiar bar, she remembered what it had been like to see those places before her life had tipped upside down. And she couldn’t get a job here, anyway, not at the Times or the Post or any place where Leonard Webb had friends, which was everywhere on the East Coast. California was an empty sheet on a clothesline, a place bleached clean of knowledge.


“I’ll mention you in my Pulitzer speech,” Kate said.


“Hell no, bitch. You’re aiming for the Nobel fucking Prize.”


Kate laughed and shook her head. Out the window in front of them, a sea of flat roofs stained with bird shit swelled out into the black snake of the East River. Beyond lay the tiered glow of the Williamsburg Bridge, the starry needles of Manhattan. The liquor store sign fizzing neon on the opposite corner. The smell of plantains and jerk chicken rising from the late-night Jamaican place down below. Out in the night, half a mile off, a helicopter hovered in the sky. Thump-thump-thump. The spotlight hunting its prey.


The sight made Kate shiver, and she said what she had been thinking for the past hour. “Those guys over there have been watching me.”


“Which guys?”


Without looking, Kate tilted her head to the kitchen, where several men in identical thick-framed glasses were standing in a small group. “They know about Leonard.”


Natasha glanced over. “No, they don’t.”


“They’re journalists.”


“They’re lawyers,” Natasha said. “I’ve met them before.”


“Maybe they’re with the firm that I talked to about suing.”


“They don’t recognize you,” Natasha said, her tone final, and Kate felt herself recoil in surprise. Natasha must have realized how she had sounded, because she hugged Kate around the shoulders and added in a softer voice, “I’m going to miss you.”


“I’ll miss you, too,” Kate said.


It was true and not true. She felt like she had been wearing a mask for years, and suddenly the elastic had snapped, and now she couldn’t hold it in place. She would miss Natasha, infinitely. They had been friends for more than ten years, had turned twenty and then thirty together, had consoled each other through heartbreaks and deaths and many daily disappointments. But now when Kate saw Natasha, she only remembered that morning when Natasha had come into her room to tell Kate (unwashed, unmoving, watching the radiator eat a circle of frost on the window) that she had called Kate’s mother to come pick her up and take her home.


She wouldn’t miss that. The shame of having been seen at her worst.


And she wouldn’t miss the carefulness she now heard in Natasha’s voice. Or this feeling she got sometimes, that on some level Natasha would be relieved to see her go.


Two sweaty arms wrapped around Natasha from behind. Her boyfriend, Liam, reclaiming her.


“You have to dance with me,” he said. “You love this song. Kate, you come, too.”


“Right behind you,” Kate said.


Natasha believed her, or pretended to, because within a few seconds she and Liam had vanished into the crowd. Kate turned back to the window and leaned farther out, propping her elbows on the greasy rail. She gazed down eight stories to the sidewalk below. It was cracked and dirty. A Styrofoam takeout container had been discarded on the pavement and smashed underfoot. Two floors down, someone’s hand flashed in and out of view as they gestured over the rail. A minnow thumbing through the silt.


Coming tonight had been a mistake. She should have stayed on the raggedy Craigslist couch in their living room, shaking and sweating beneath her borrowed duvet, waiting for things to get better. Forest animals did it when they hibernated: they made nests for themselves out of leaves and dug tunnels through the roots of trees, they put themselves into a dark warm place and slept through winters that could kill them. Only humans thought self-protection was a sickness. When Kate had been waiting out her winter, everyone told her to get over it, work through it, talk it out. As if prepositions could protect her. As if others knew whatever lay beyond was better. In reality, all anyone knew was that it came next.


As Kate looked over the balcony, she suddenly saw her own body splayed out against the pavement, head wrenched to the side. Blood trickling from her nose and skull. The image was vivid and bright like an oversaturated photograph, the lines so sharp they were like a command. Jump.


She leaped back, bumping into someone. They swore. Something wet spilled across her left shoulder.


“Sorry, sorry,” she mumbled, without looking at them.


She had to get out of here.


She shoved her way through the crowd to the apartment’s front door and slipped out into the musty hallway, where she punched the elevator button over and over again until its doors shuddered open.


Inside, she looked at herself in the warped metal surface of the door. Her hair had gone flat. The lipstick had faded. Lately she had begun to notice tiny lines at the corners of her eyes. She used to catch sight of herself at night, traces of eyeliner, tousled blond hair, and think, Damn, yes, but now she didn’t always recognize the person in the mirror. It wasn’t age, exactly. The past year had changed her, weakened her, stretched her out.


“You just need some color,” her mother had said the week before. “A little sun.”


Kate wanted her to be right. She wanted to believe California could fix it all: tan her wan skin, shine her dull hair, and when that was done, reach down into the broken, taped-together mess inside her and repair that, too.


The elevator slipped past another floor. It wasn’t so different than jumping. Gravity was still pulling her down. Only the elevator moved steadily, sedately, the floor catching her as she fell. Catching her here, and here, and here, until at last she was at the ground floor, as low as she could go, and the doors opened, splitting her reflection in half and then taking it away.


 



MIRANDA






SERIES 1, Correspondence





BOX 1, Personal correspondence


FOLDER: Eggers, Hal (incl. 39 photocopies of letters from MB, from HE private collection)





December 27 1990


Dear Hal,


Thanks so much for the invitation to write a “confessional essay.” I will have to respectfully decline.


Here’s why, you fucking tool.


You want something juicy, rich, spilling, like biting into a ripe fig. But confessions aren’t sexy. Confessions are hernias. An organ pushing through an opening. Hacking up your body. Wet and bulging. Confessions should never be exposed to sun.


Of course the fans “want it.” They’re sybarites, cannibals, starving predators, they want to sink their teeth into the organ and rip it apart. They want to be in the inner circle.


But I won’t cater to them. I can’t.


I’m not a stock option.


I’m not publicly held.


My photos are already making you rich, aren’t they? So what do you care? These essays, press releases, lectures to donors, they’re just WORDS. The photos will sell themselves. The photos will say everything I want to say.


Yours truly,


your money bank,


Miranda


1/4/1991


Miranda sweetheart,


Of COURSE I don’t want you to feel that I’m USING you—I thought the confessional would be a good experience to tell your STORY!!


Also, I think you are discrediting the confessional genre. It is VERY popular. Haven’t you read Sylvia Plath? I’m not saying you have to give everything away. You can create the ILLUSION of a confession. Everything these days is about performance, think Cindy, think that adorable little gent from North Carolina that I signed last year … you’re being too LITERAL, as always!!


I did tell Romi that you would say something for the exhibit catalog. He has a VISION for your contributions that will feel very FRESH. We can stage it as an interview, WHATEVER, but we need SOMETHING. And anyway I think the “recluse” schtick is a little overplayed now. You’ve been doing it too long.


Meanwhile, I have a buyer interested in purchasing a complete set of Bottle Girls, but have no more prints of #4 available after the last one sold. We’ve only sold 7 out of a print run of 10 so I think you must have more at your place. Can you check?


Hal


January 18 1991


Hal,


I have couriered down the 3 remaining prints of BG#4. I can do another print run next month.


Let me guess what Romi wants me to write about.


Motherhood.


Marriage.


Too much fame.


Not enough fame.


My vagina. Who’s gone in it, who came out of it, whether I got that extra stitch postpartum.


Whether my moment has faded.


Whether I’m overpriced.


Whether I’ll be forgotten.


What happened in Nangussett.


Whether the scars in my photos are real.


Or whether I made it all up.


No? None of these?


Really?


Next time Romi is jacking you off in a bathroom stall, instead of telling him I’ll do shit I’m not going to do, maybe you can remind him that I want the show to include the version of Capillaries #6 that is at MoMA, not the one at Chicago. The saturation is different. I don’t care which one is cheaper to insure.


M























2.



KATE





The house where Miranda Brand had lived and died was, on the outside, unremarkable. It was perched on the crown of the hill like a dollop of mayonnaise on the bald curve of a hard-boiled egg. The color might have been beautiful once, but the wind coming off the ocean had beaten the paint to a drab gray, the same shade as the sky, so that in some places it was hard to see where the fog stopped and the building began. Two overgrown lemon trees fanned across the front, their tallest branches just brushing the windows of a third floor. It could have been any house on any hill in a coastal town, East Coast or West, and yet as soon as Kate saw it, her heart gave a strange, swift beat.


Maybe it was just exertion. In a terse, unpunctuated email a few days earlier, Theo Brand had given her directions to the house via a “walking path” from town, as well as the combination for a lock on the gate to the property. Kate had imagined an easy stroll, but instead she had found herself climbing a steep, tangled furrow through redwoods until sweat bloomed between her shoulder blades. As for the gate, the lock was so rusty that she had spent five minutes scraping it with a bobby pin just to get it open.


Despite the delay, she was fifteen minutes early. Too early to knock. She stood at the edge of the clearing, eyeing the house and huddling into herself to stay warm. It was colder here than she had expected, the morning air as wet and icy as a dead fish, and all the little hairs on her arms were standing up. Dinner last night had been weird—her aunt and uncle tossing out information on everything from area hikes, to the guest room toilet’s quirks, to the local beach’s rules, while Kate chewed an overcooked steak and tried not to worry about her new job.


Kate had dismissed her aunt’s concerns in the car, but the truth was, she had spoken to her new boss only once before, a brisk thirty-minute phone interview during which he had shared almost nothing about himself. Afterward, through Google, she learned he had gone to Harvard, bounced between a few successful internet start-ups, and now ran some computer-related consulting business, which had gotten him featured on an important 35-under-35 list for the tech industry. His name came up in a few magazine articles—and, of course, in his father’s obituary from six months ago. But the press coverage was bland and uninformative. In interviews, he declined to comment on anything unrelated to work. The only personal information Kate had found was a line item in a Bay Area gossip blog about his divorce last year from a woman named Rachel Tatum.


Not a single article where he spoke about his mother.


Kate had been on the wrong side of enough news reports over the past year to understand the desire for privacy. On the other hand, she had taken this job assuming she would learn more about him at some point. She had figured that they would talk again before she moved all the way across the country, or that he would send detailed instructions about what exactly the work would entail. She had meant to do a deeper dive into the tech blogs. Now, as she stared at the house, she realized that she had gotten so distracted by the logistics of moving that she had done the unimaginable: she had stopped researching. The critical moment was here and she had run out of time. This was it. This was all she knew.


She checked her watch. Thirteen minutes now. Across the brittle brown loop of the lawn, there was a notch in the tree line. She could at least walk over there, try to get a glimpse of the ocean. With another glance at the silent house, she hitched her tote bag up on her shoulder and started across the lawn.


In the backyard, the slope spilled down into the edge of the woods, and below that a cliff. No luck on the view, even through the break in the trees: the fog blanked out whatever lay beyond, leaving the clearing swaddled in a gray cocoon of mist.


Far down the incline was a glint of metal. Her stomach twisted. The fence she had come through must encircle the entire house. When she had closed the gate and rejammed the lock, she had trapped herself inside.


“What are you doing?” a voice said from right behind her.


Kate started, almost losing her footing. When she turned, she saw a man standing about ten feet away, between her and the house. Tall, dark-haired, olive-skinned, a lean frame. His feet were spread wide—defensive—and his hands were in his pockets.


Theo Brand.


There was an intensity to him that the images online hadn’t captured. He was more vital, less coiffed. Her elbow clamped her tote bag to her side. Fear, excitement, something sharp and glowing, slicked through her veins. She shouldn’t have had that second coffee.


“I’m Kate,” she blurted out. “Your archivist.” She didn’t know why she said your.


“I figured. I guess you missed the front door.”


She swallowed. “I wanted to see the view.”


He looked at the opaque sky and raised an eyebrow. When Kate flushed, he said, “You know, I prosecute trespassers.”


He couldn’t be serious. And yet his voice was cool, and his eyes were steady. The laughter died in her throat. She cast her mind back to their emails. Had she gotten the start date wrong? No, she would never have messed that up. She was good with details.


“I know I’m a little early,” she said haltingly. “But I think…” She waited for him to jump in and correct himself. He didn’t. She could barely conceal her disbelief as she asked, “Are you saying I should go back around front?”


“Of course not,” he said. Then, as she was beginning to relax: “You should enjoy it a little longer.”


“Enjoy what?”


“The thrill.” He nodded in her direction. “That’s where she died. Shot herself right where you’re standing.”


Kate looked down at the sparse, matted grass.


“Go ahead, get down on the ground,” he said pleasantly. “See what it feels like. Get the full experience.”


Her heart had finally started to slow after the surprise of his arrival, but now it picked up again, indignant. But what could she say? There was no possible appropriate response.


“I’m…” She cleared her throat. “I’m sorry for your loss.”


Theo gave no sign of hearing her. He just kept watching her, his expression growing cooler by the second, until Kate started to wonder whether she had somehow said the words in the wrong order. She remembered how he had signed his emails. TJB. She had figured it was an automatic setting he used at work. Now she understood that it had been a warning. Even before he met her, he was pulling her to a halt, yanking the reins until the bit stuck in her mouth.


At last he said grimly, “Come on, then,” and angled his head toward the house.


He turned without waiting for her to follow. And without introducing himself.


By the time her limbs unlocked, he was halfway to the house. She scrambled up the hill after him, her feet skidding against the damp grass. Up close, the house was in worse shape than she had realized. The back porch stairs creaked, age had creased the paint on the banister, and the floorboards were peppered with little lakes of raw wood.


“Do you—” she began, then stopped.


“Do I what?” He kicked the doormat flat.


She sighed. “Never mind.”


A squeal came from inside. The porch door was flung open. A little girl, maybe six or seven, hung on the door handle and beamed up at them. Her nightgown was covered in cartoon Disney princesses. Below its hem, her bare feet pattered with excitement.


“Hi hi hi,” the girl said, sticking out her hand. “I’m Jemima.”


Kate smiled and shook the hand. It was light and soft in her own. “Kate. I like your nightgown.”


Jemima turned to hold the door open with her back so she could pick up the hem, flounce it about. “It’s magic. It means I can fly.”


“No flying,” Theo said. “I told you. Feet on the ground. Where’s your brother?”


She shrugged. “I don’t know. Probably being a big baby.”


“Jemima, don’t start.” Theo pulled the door the rest of the way open and gestured Kate inside.


The kitchen was outdated, with a plastic-coated fridge and orange tiles. At the signs of current life—dirty breakfast plates on the table, crayons scattered around them, a spill of milk on the floor—Kate relaxed. Theo had children, whom he fed and kept alive: he couldn’t be so bad.


Jemima ran into the center of the room. She raised the hem of her nightgown higher, spread the fabric like wings to get Kate’s attention, and turned in a wide circle. “I’m a bird!”


“You’re a very beautiful bird,” Kate said obediently.


“Oscar,” Theo said. “Come out from under there.”


Kate didn’t understand who Theo was talking to until he approached the table and bent down, and she saw that there was a boy sitting underneath with his knees drawn up to his chest.


“I told you,” Jemima said to Kate in a stage whisper.


“Jemima,” Theo warned, “I mean it.” He helped Oscar out from under the table. The boy was younger than Jemima, perhaps four or five, but with the same wild brown curls. His mouth bowed in nervously.


“He’s a little shy,” Theo explained.


“That’s okay.” Kate understood the desire to hold yourself apart, to see and not be seen. She would have crawled under the kitchen table too if she could have. “Hi, Oscar.”


He hid behind his father’s legs.


“Daddy said you’re here to look at the grandma papers,” Jemima said to Kate. “I love the papers. I’m going to look at them, too. Right! Now!”


“I don’t think so.” Theo collared Jemima before she could dart away. “Why don’t you take Oscar back to the living room and finish your movie?”


“I’m tired of the movie.”


“Then you can clean up your Legos.”


“I hate cleaning up my Legos.”


Theo raised his eyebrows. “Then I guess you should watch the movie.”


Cornered, Jemima let out a high-pitched shriek and blazed out of the room. Oscar gave Kate one final, curious look before following his sister. Theo rescued a plate teetering off the table and placed it in the sink, then grabbed a paper towel to wipe up the spilled milk.


“They’re sweet,” Kate said.


“Famous last words,” Theo replied. His voice was flat; she couldn’t tell if he was joking. The kids’ movie came on full blast in the next room.


Kate looked around the kitchen, trying to take everything in. A few weeks ago, she hadn’t thought about Miranda Brand since that Contemporary Art lecture in college, and now here she was inside the woman’s house. She remembered that last party in New York two days ago, the thickness of the summer midnight, the throwback playlist and the carefully shellacked story of her move, and she felt disoriented, as if she had missed a step while going down the stairs.


Theo dropped the towel in the trash can, wiped his hands, and turned to her. “Okay. Let me show you what we’ve got.”





In their first phone conversation, two weeks earlier, Theo had told Kate he was looking for someone to organize his mother’s papers, which were “kind of a mess.” Which Kate knew could mean anything. Every person organized their files differently. One of her old coworkers kept tabbed binders of research, while another placed all his hard copies in a single, wobbling pile. As for Miranda Brand—


“Holy shit,” Kate said.


It looked like a dump truck had backed in through the bay window and unloaded an entire town’s worth of recycling. Underneath the mess, Kate could see hints of a mahogany dining table and a truly terrible rug. Orange and blue paisley swirled with pastel pink, the kind of $10,000 atrocity that would receive prime placement in an avant-garde design magazine. Most of the floor had disappeared beneath a spill of papers and rubbish. Cardboard boxes of random sizes; stacked clear plastic boxes with negatives, unused film, discarded prints; a tall pile of notebooks that had slid sideways into a ruffled ramp of curled page edges.


“My mom was a pack rat,” Theo said wearily.


Pack rat was too cute a term for this.


Disorder had always stressed Kate out. That was one thing she could say for herself: she was neat. As a child, she had always put away her own toys. When she was six, she had asked her parents for a mini vacuum for Christmas. In college and after, she was the roommate who did the dishes on time, who folded everyone else’s strewn belongings into tidy squares and set them in front of their bedroom doors—at least until Natasha had told her it came across as passive-aggressive. Kate hadn’t meant it like that. She cleaned for her own comfort. Clutter gave her a physical reaction: an itch up the legs, a scratch in the spine. Her own binders at work had been alphabetized and color-coded.


To hide her distress, she began picking her way around the fringes of the room, trying to marshal her thoughts.


“How many rooms are there like this?” she asked Theo.


“Just this one. I put everything in here. The kids needed room to run around.”


“Right. Okay.” She stopped and looked around. “So what’s the system?”


“System?”


“Like, when you moved things, which rooms went where?”


“Oh.” Theo looked blank. “I guess they all went … everywhere. I was consolidating.”


“You just piled it all in here?”


“Sure,” he said. “It’s not like it was organized to begin with.”


She tried to keep the panic out of her voice. “Maybe it didn’t seem organized, but we can learn a lot about a collection based on how the original owner had it arranged. We can see when things date from, what was with what…”


“I’ll tell you how it was arranged,” he said tersely. “It was arranged like my parents threw down whatever they had wherever they happened to be.”


Kate pressed her lips together. So this was who Theo Brand was. Successful, rich, handsome, kids. He had his whole life figured out, and he was used to getting what he wanted. Whereas she had staked her whole life on coming here. Whereas she was thirty years old with $180 in her bank account, $4,000 in credit card debt, and $18,000 remaining in student loans. There was already an imbalance between them, and it made everything unsteady, like a chair in an interrogation room with one leg sawed short.


“It’s yours now,” he went on. “Organize it however seems logical. Mainly I need a catalog of the contents, as detailed as possible. What did you call it over the phone, a guide, a—?”


“A finding aid.”


“Yeah. Something bidders will understand.”


“And the bidders are museums? Libraries?”


“Both. Universities, too, hopefully. Somewhere publicly accessible.”


Kate nodded. “How long has it all been here?”


“I guess since 1993.” He shrugged. “I thought my dad had cleaned it out, but—obviously not. I don’t know if he even ever came up here. I know I haven’t.”


“You haven’t been here in twenty-four years?”


He gazed at her evenly. “You can leave that kind of commentary out of the aid, thanks.”


Kate opened her mouth, then closed it. She didn’t need to get fired on her first day.


She stepped over a box and crossed to the bay window that looked out onto the yellow lawn. One of the windows was cracked open at the bottom, and the air that blew into the room was cold and wet. She put her hands on the sill and pressed it closed.


“The damp,” she explained.


When she turned around, Theo had hooked his thumbs into his pockets and was watching her. He was larger than she had realized: not so lean after all. A long, raised scar ribboned up his forearm and terminated in a small black tattoo just before the crook of his elbow. He was attractive, Kate realized, and the thought unnerved her. After what had happened with Leonard, the last thing she wanted was to be attracted to her boss. Or anyone. It was no coincidence that attraction felt the same as panic. The speeding heart, the tingle in the neck.


“I set the payment up with the bank,” Theo was saying. “Thirty-five hours a week. If you go over, let me know and I’ll add it on. The special boxes you had me order are supposed to arrive tomorrow. During the days I’ll be working right upstairs, so I can come down, help you with any names or anything like that. As much as I can. I mean, all this”—he waved at the mess—“happened a long time ago.”


“Okay.”


“And as you … as you go through this all, please be discreet. That’s the most important part. If you find anything—personal—I … I don’t want it getting into the wrong hands.”


“Of course.” They had already talked about this over the phone.


“If you find anything like that, I want to know about it right away. Immediately.”


“Of course,” she said again, tamping down her irritation.


Theo looked at her for a moment. There was something precise in his gaze, like he was peeling off her outer husk. Kate fought the urge to put her hands in her pockets.


At last, he said, “Well, then. I guess I’ll leave you to it.”





Dinner that night was served on the screened-in porch at the back of Louise’s house, on a shiny wooden table surrounded by hosta and tall rubber plants. The fog had faded by the afternoon, and now the air was warm, windless, nearly sticky. Frank, Louise’s preternaturally inoffensive husband, had bought a bottle of champagne and four dozen Point Reyes oysters to celebrate Kate’s first day at work. Kate had tried oysters before once or twice, but only on beds of ice and lettuce. These were different, raw and wild, so fresh they were practically squirming in their shells. They slid down her throat in a slip of salt and brine.


“So,” Louise said, clapping her hands together. “Tell us about the house.”


“The house? It’s a house.” Kate dropped an empty shell into the discard bowl. “A living room, a dining room, a kitchen.”


“Katie, come on.”


“I assume there are bedrooms, too. I didn’t see those.”


“You know what I mean.”


“There’s not anything to say,” Kate said, reaching over to refill her aunt’s glass. “It’s pretty boring.”


It was true, sort of. After that first uncomfortable meeting, Theo had disappeared upstairs and she had spent the rest of the day alone in the dining room, sneezing dust and pushing boxes around. In addition to the massive quantities of papers and documents, the dining room was full of random objects. Already Kate had found eighteen Lego pieces, four melted lipsticks, three staplers, two rolls of masking tape, a nail gun, and a weird china marionette with a broken arm. More than once, she had put something down only to discover that her fingers were coated in a mysterious sticky substance. Her back ached from bending over. Her eyes were red from squinting. She had spent half an hour going through a thick stack of bent notecards, only to determine that they were indeed all blank and could be safely set in the discard pile.


Yes, it was boring. Boring, repetitive, and way less fun than watching reruns of Vanderpump Rules on her parents’ sofa.


But. But. Boredom was like pain. When it was gone, it no longer felt real. Six hundred notecards took up the same mental space as sixty as six as one. That half hour had already become a millisecond in Kate’s memory.


The money helped smooth the rough edges. Kate’s contract said that on top of her hourly rate, she would receive 0.5 percent of the proceeds from the sale of any art. Online auction records said Miranda’s prints went for anywhere between $60,000 and $900,000. Before entering the Brand house, Kate had assumed she might find a couple prints, max, and get a nice little bonus of a few thousand dollars. But it was quickly becoming apparent that the dining room, crammed as it was with trash, was also full of valuable material. Shortly after setting aside those infuriating notecards, she had found a small photograph in decent condition: the ink dense and shiny, the paper unwarped. It was one of Miranda’s nature photographs, a close-up of a leaf’s corded vein.


That was how it was sometimes, in the archive. Big discoveries sandwiched between trash. The day-to-day touching the phenomenal.


Now she felt drunk on the knowledge that she had earned money. Real money for real work. She had felt so worthless for so long that the mere fact of employment was as sharp a relief as taking off a heavy backpack at the end of a long hike. Even if her boss was a dickwad.


“It can’t all be boring,” Louise said. “Everyone wants to get inside that house. Now you’re there. Give us some details.”


“Honey, leave her alone,” Frank said. “She can’t tell us anything. She signed that agreement.”


“The agreement doesn’t apply to family,” Louise said.


Frank was swallowing oysters like a happy hour special was about to end. Like Louise, he had taken to retirement with gusto, spending his days tinkering with CB radios and kayaking around the lagoon. Instead of a tan, his skin had adopted a permanent pinkish sheen. Even now, in the lilac dusk, he wore his wraparound sunglasses hooked on backward, like they were shielding another set of eyes in the back of his head.


“You’ll get your behind-the-scenes sooner or later,” he said to his wife. “Anyway, what do you think the guy’s going to do? Come right out and say he killed his mom?”


Kate spat out a mouthful of champagne.


“Frank!” Louise exclaimed, jumping up with her napkin as Kate coughed and coughed.


“What? What did I do?”


Louise glared at her husband as she pressed the napkin onto the tablecloth. “Have some sensitivity.”


Frank looked bewildered. “You didn’t tell her? I thought that was your whole thing.”


“It’s not my thing.”


“Okay, your friends’ thing. Katie, do you need any water?”


“I’m fine,” Kate said, still coughing. “I just—I was surprised.”


“Ignore Frank. He’s trying to stir the pot.”


“It’s more a joke than anything,” Frank said uncertainly. He fidgeted his sunglasses up and down the back of his head.


“It’s not a joke,” Louise said. “Poor thing. He was a little boy. If he shot her, it was obviously an accident.”


“I’m sorry, back up,” Kate said. “What do you mean, if he shot her? I thought Miranda committed suicide.”


“She did,” Louise said, just as Frank waggled his eyebrows and said, “So they say.”


Kate gritted her teeth. “Everything I read says she killed herself.”


Her aunt and uncle exchanged looks. Louise sighed. “The police ruled it a suicide. But only after they made a huge stink about it. They interrogated a bunch of people in town. Obviously we didn’t live here at the time, but my friend Roberta said the place was swarming with cops.”


“And my friend Victor was one of the detectives on the case,” Frank said. “According to him, they treated it as a full homicide investigation. They didn’t think she could have done it herself. Something about the forensic evidence. Like on CSI.”


“There’s all kinds of theories,” Louise said, talking more quickly now. She had resisted this course of conversation, but now that they were on it, she was going to lead the charge. “I mean, number one, Jake. Obviously. It’s always the husband. If you watch Lifetime, you know. Not that I watch Lifetime.”


“People just say Jake because they have to,” Frank said. “But everyone who knew him swears he was the nicest guy you ever met.”


“That’s what they always say about serial killers,” Louise said.


“Oh, yeah,” Frank said, remembering. “That’s another idea. The Zodiac Killer. You know he was never caught.”


“So basically,” Kate said, deadpan, “Miranda Brand was killed by Theo, Jake, or the Zodiac Killer.”


“Or someone else. Like maybe a crazed fan. I told you, there’s lots of theories.”


Kate shook her head. “Why would people think Theo did it? He was, what, ten, eleven?”


“Children do all kinds of crazy things,” Louise said.


“Yeah, crazy things like eating their own snot. You’re talking about shooting his mother. There must be some reason that rumor got started.”


“Apparently he was a very weird kid,” Frank said. “No friends at all. Sam Loomis said his nephew’s girlfriend saw Theo standing over a dead squirrel one time. Just poking at it with a long stick. Totally emotionless.”


Kate tried not to roll her eyes. An uncle’s friend’s memory of what his nephew’s girlfriend had said twenty years ago was not high on her list of reliable sources.


“And he hasn’t talked to anyone since he got here,” Louise put in. “He moves here for the whole summer, you’d think he’d try to get to know people a little. Especially the people who remember him from when he was younger.”


Kate said, “Yes, but—”


“And Miranda wasn’t all there. Did you know she was hospitalized?”


“Of course I did.”


“For wanting to kill her son,” Louise whispered. “Can you imagine? If Theo killed her, maybe it was self-defense.”


“To recap,” Kate said, “you think Miranda attacked Theo, he shot her, and then he covered it up.”


“There are lots of accidents with guns,” Frank said. “Just last week, in Tulsa—”


“Covered it up,” Louise scoffed. “I didn’t say that.”


“I agree he’s an asshole,” Kate said. “But those are some pretty sick rumors to spread about someone.”


“I’m not spreading rumors,” Louise said, shocked. “I’m just repeating what other people have said.”


“Right,” Kate said.


“And like we said,” Frank put in, maybe realizing the conversation had gone off the rails, “there are a lot of different options.”


“It’s not like anyone thinks he’s dangerous,” Louise said. After a pause, she added, “I did pick up a travel hair spray at Costco for you to bring to work, just in case. You can use it like pepper spray. Aim at the eyes.”


“You want me to pepper spray my boss?”


“Hair spray. I only got it as a precaution.” Louise patted Kate’s hand. “Your mother told me to keep an eye on you.”


At that last part, Kate felt a hiccup of surprise, which she concealed by sponging up a stray splash of champagne Louise had missed. She should have known. Her mother had been so overprotective the past few months. Terrified that the slightest inconvenience would send her daughter into a tailspin, Darcy lied about minuscule things: a speeding ticket, Kate’s father failing his cholesterol test. Whenever Kate found out about one of these fibs, her mother would say, “I’m just trying to make things easy for you.”


So of course Darcy had asked Louise to watch out for her daughter. But now Kate was thinking about how many conversations her mother and Louise must have had, prior to her coming out here. Talking behind her back about how fragile she was. How easily rattled. Now they would want evidence of her stability, and she had nothing to show. She had a job, but so what? Lots of people had jobs—and kept them. Her stability, such as it was, was fleeting. She was a spun quarter wobbling to a stop, on the brink of falling over. Look at this dinner spread. You had to be a real failure for your family to think that seven hours of work deserved a celebration.


Her earlier optimism was draining away. She wondered if coming to California had ever been fully her decision, or if it was just a plan her mother and aunt had hatched together. Give Kate a life, but add training wheels. And the woman charged with watching her pedal around the cul-de-sac believed both that Kate’s boss might have killed his mother, and that he might be held off by a two-ounce bottle of TresEmmé Super Hold.


When Kate picked up her glass again, her fingers felt unsteady on the stem. “You should have told me what people were saying,” she said, not quite meeting her aunt’s eye.


Frank cleared his throat and held out an oyster. Kate took it dutifully. The shell’s pearlescent sheen made her think of the fog that morning, wrapping around the house, and how Theo had emerged out of it so suddenly. Go ahead, get down on the ground. See what it feels like. The oyster’s liquid sloshed onto her hand. She tipped the shell back into her mouth and swallowed the creature whole.


 



MIRANDA






SERIES 2, Personal papers





BOX 8, Medical records


FOLDER: Birth certificate







Certificate of Live Birth State Department of Health Bureau of Vital Statistics





COUNTY: Morris


STATE: New Jersey


TOWNSHIP: Morristown


1204 S. Marmion St.


FULL NAME OF CHILD: Miranda Rose Planchart


SEX: female


FULL TERM: X


LEGITIMATE? Yes


DATE OF BIRTH: December 18, 1956




FATHER





FULL NAME: Michael Andrew Planchart


AGE AT LAST BIRTHDAY: 27


BIRTHPLACE: Manchester, N.J.




MOTHER





FULL NAME: Leanne Lessig Planchart


AGE AT LAST BIRTHDAY: 24


BIRTHPLACE: Allentown, Pa.


NUMBER OF CHILDREN OF THIS MOTHER BORN ALIVE AND NOW LIVING: two


NUMBER OF CHILDREN OF THIS MOTHER BORN ALIVE BUT NOW DEAD: none


STILLBORN: none


I hereby certify that I attended the birth of this child, who was born alive on the date above stated at 4:19 P.M.


SIGNATURE H. M. Helliwell, Physician
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BOX 5, Childhood papers, 1956–1974


FOLDER: Report cards & transcripts







Harry S. Truman Elementary School Ridgetown, New Jersey


Progress Report





STUDENT: Miranda R. Planchart


TEACHER: Miss Graham


GRADE: 3


ENGLISH: Excels


READING: Excels


WRITING: Excels


MATH: Needs Improvement


SCIENCE: Excels


HISTORY: Satisfactory


ART: Satisfactory


HOME EC.: Needs Improvement


PHYS. ED.: Not Applicable


NOTES:


Miranda is a smart and capable child. She reads above her grade level and did very well in our storytelling unit (understands beginning, middle, end).


When Miranda completes her homework it is exemplary. However, she does not always complete her homework. She has told outlandish lies about her missing homework on several occasions resulting in disciplinary measures. She disobeys teachers and works on her own projects even when the rest of the class is focused on the assignment. She must learn to be more compassionate and polite.


Overall Miranda is a gifted child but needs to cultivate respect for authority. Her most recent disciplinary hearing (the Duck and Cover incident) indicates not enough progress has been made on this front. She might benefit from more discipline and structure at home.























3.



KATE





Over the next few days, Kate fell into a routine. Leave Louise and Frank’s place just after nine, up to the Brand house by ten. Polite hello to Theo. Work for a few hours, a quick lunch in the kitchen with the leftovers Louise had packed her, and back to it.


She started work on the collection by establishing general categories, weeding out the miscellaneous objects (toys, pens, used batteries) that had been scattered in with the papers and prints, and setting up spreadsheets. Eventually, once she had a sense of the extent of the materials, she would start listing each document in the spreadsheets—a painstaking, messy process that involved shifting items around seven or eight times and muddling over whether a letter about an informal loan qualified as “Correspondence” or “Financial documents.” For now, the categories were rough. Personal letters, photographs, miscellaneous weird junk. It required little brain power, and she was grateful for the distraction of Oscar and Jemima, who kept sneaking into the dining room to ask her questions like what was her favorite month and did she know if snails had bones. At five o’clock, she packed up her things and trekked home, where she joined Frank and Louise for dinner and their nightly two episodes of Madam Secretary.


For so many years in New York, she had lamented her rigid work routine and taken its security for granted. Freelancing, flexible hours, mobile workspaces—these had been the perks she and her friends sought to obtain. As members of New York’s liberal-arts-educated, semi-creative class, they considered predictability boring, even pathetic. So it was with some shame that Kate now found herself taking pleasure in her rigid schedule. All that flexibility and looseness was for people who could hold themselves together. People who could be trusted to take care of themselves. Maybe predictability was what she needed now. Maybe the routine could work like an elastic band. Wrapping around her, holding her in.





She wasn’t sure what to do with Frank and Louise’s information about Miranda’s death—if you could call it information. After Monday’s dinner conversation, Kate had discreetly buried the travel hair spray in the bathroom trash, then retreated to the guest room and spent several hours researching Miranda’s death online. After watching a bootlegged copy of a 60 Minutes documentary on the subject, Kate had fallen deep into the rabbit hole of a forum called Murder Solvers. The reigning theory among the so-called Solvers was that Miranda had fallen victim to a serial killer who had been preying on teenage girls in Sonoma in 1992 and 1993. There was also speculation that Miranda’s art dealer had killed her in order to limit supply and raise her value. Jake was a popular suspect (“IT’S ALWAYS THE SPOUSE!!”). Possible motives included: a mistress, a murder-suicide pact, exhaustion from Miranda’s sadomasochistic sex games. Theo’s name cropped up, too: some Solvers believed he had been playing with the gun and it had gone off accidentally; others thought he was a child psychopath. In one of the more convoluted hypotheses, several well-known New York artists had hired an assassin as part of a complex revenge plot dating back to a declined party invitation in the early 1980s.


The site trafficked in paranoia. Still, compared with some of the other threads on Murder Solvers, Miranda’s was pretty bare. There was a lot of chatter about the documentary, and then about specific photographs, trying to decipher possible clues in the background. But without any new leads over the years, the debate dried up. Some people thought the topic should be closed altogether.


This forum is called MURDER Solvers, one person wrote. Why r we discussing a suicide? I watched the whole 60 Minutes & this thing is a crock of shit. Everyone knows the lady was depressed. Just google MIRANDA BRAND PSYCH WARD. Pls lets focus on REAL mysteries. Ones we can actually SOLVE w/ known facts.


He was right that the Solvers’ theories lacked evidence. There was no sign of the inconsistencies that Frank and Louise had mentioned. Nothing from the police report was publicly available. There was nothing to prove or disprove any of the assertions, including the theories about Theo.


Don’t be ridiculous, Kate told herself, clicking out of the window. Your boss did not kill his mother.


But. She knew the kinds of things that men could hide.





Miranda and Jake had kept so many papers. It made no sense. Multiple folders with the same useless labels, like 1991 MISCELLANEOUS or SOME MEDICAL. Coupons and bills layered together. Letters always packed inside their ripped envelopes. Jake had written Miranda hundreds of notes, always starting M— and ending Love, Your Jake, as if reminding Miranda she owned him. Miranda had never thrown them away.


Then there were the receipts. Infinite receipts. Postage, groceries, gas: nothing unusual, except the quantity of the documentation. Miranda and Jake had even taken home receipts that didn’t belong to them: there were two restaurant receipts signed G—(squiggle) BO—(squiggle), and a $380 purchase from a bookstore in San Francisco made by someone with the unlikely name Ranger Wittensdorf. Stuffed in a shoebox were about fifty receipts from a San Francisco parking lot chain with an annoying habit of putting their dates in the corners, which then wrinkled and tore. All the little shards that fell off everyone’s life. Kate’s job was to stick the Brands’ shards back together again.


She had hoped the task would seem clearer as the days wore on, the way puzzles became easier once you had the edges laid out, but instead the project only grew larger and more complex. Archivists were supposed to keep to the collection’s original order wherever possible, mimicking the creator’s logic, but Theo’s carelessness and Miranda’s sloppiness made ascertaining an original order nearly impossible. There was no rhyme or reason, even within individual boxes. Almost everything was loose paper. Whenever she tried to ask Theo what he wanted, he just repeated what he had said that first day, “whatever seems logical,” and left the room.


And then there was the collection’s sheer dirtiness. The dust wedged into folds of paper, dried ink splattered on bank statements, old lozenges melted into their waxy wrappers. Mold crept over entire folders. Foxing, the red stains of age, spotted papers like chicken pox. Kate tried to approach the mess with clinical detachment, but that was easier said than done. Her legs started itching again. Nothing at the museum had ever been in such terrible condition. Several times she had to go out onto the back porch and stare out at the woods, the sun, just to get away from the room for a minute.


Out in the wild bright air, she would put her hands on the small of her back and visualize the finish line. The part where she had contained the mess. The clean room, the labeled boxes. The perfected state, when everything was fully under control and the auction house’s truck would come and take it all away.


Of all the materials that had deteriorated through neglect, the photographs made Kate the saddest. Evaluating the photos was not officially in her purview—they would be sold individually, after being assessed and repaired by a team of conservationists at the auction house—but she did need to catalog them and transfer them to archival boxes for later transport. The percentage-based bonus was good motivation for doing this job well, and she followed conservation rules dutifully. Gloves on if she was handling photographs or negatives; tissue and foam layered delicately between each print. But many of the photographs were beyond saving. They were shoved in shirt boxes whose bottoms had gone black and ripe with mold. They were rotting, foxed, bleached partly pale. Dust was caked onto their satiny surfaces. Most prints from the Bottle Rocket series, which was well known and would have fetched a large amount at auction, had been housed together in a box that a mouse had nested in, and were now irretrievable.


“It’s disgusting,” she complained to her mother one night over the phone. She considered her parents and Natasha permanently exempted from the NDA. “Stuff is everywhere.”


“I’m imagining an episode of Hoarders,” Darcy said. “Oh, now I want to watch that.”


“It’s not quite that bad. There aren’t bugs.” Although actually just that day she had lifted a box and found an enormous millipede, each one of its many legs bristling and articulated. She had covered her mouth just before shrieking: she refused to give Theo the satisfaction of hearing her scream. “But think how much money they must have lost. Hundreds of thousands of dollars. Probably millions. How could they have just left it all sitting up here?”


“Not everyone is as neat as you,” her mother said. “And besides. Maybe there were just too many memories.”





Late on Friday afternoon, Kate was sitting cross-legged on the floor of the dining room, weeding her way through one of the boxes destroyed by mold and mice, when a small cough came from behind her. She turned and saw Oscar clutching the door frame.


“Hey, Oscar,” she said, stretching her back. “What’s up?”


“Want to see a mab?” he asked.


“A what?”


“A mab.”


“I don’t know what that is.” Kate squinted at him. “You have something on your cheek.”


He came forward for her to wipe it away. It was a long red streak. It looked like blood. Hiding her concern, she licked her thumb and rubbed the spot away. The skin beneath was intact, and the substance was sticky. Jam.


Oscar pushed his stomach out. “Come see.”


“What?”


“The mab. Come see.”


“Where is it?”


“Upstairs.”


Kate glanced at the door. Theo might swoop through it at any moment. “I kind of have to stay here,” she said. “Can you bring it down?”


He shook his head. “It’s stuck.”


“What do you mean, it’s stuck?”


“Come see,” he insisted. He was starting to sound agitated. His fingers knotted into his sleeves.


Jemima barreled through the door, nearly knocking her brother over.


“Don’t steal it!” she told her brother. “It’s my secret. I found it.”


Oscar looked down and toed one tiny sneaker against the ugly carpet.


Jemima turned to Kate. “I found a secret,” she declared.


“Where’s your dad?” Kate asked.


“I dunno. Working?” Jemima jogged in place, fizzing with excitement. “Come on. Come see.”


Kate considered. Theo was MIA. The kids were bored. She was bored, after picking through tollbooth receipts all day. And she did love secrets. Ferreting them out, dusting them off, seeing where they led. She remembered how bare the Murder Solvers thread had been, and she closed out of the finding-aid spreadsheet on her laptop and got to her feet.


Oscar and Jemima led her through the living room and up a narrow set of stairs. The rosebuds on the wallpaper puckered like a row of kisses. In the kitchen and bathroom, Kate had seen other signs of the house’s age. Teal tiles, gold handles on drawers. The living room was painted mustard. Theo hadn’t said anything about renovating the house before selling it, or about what he would do with all the furnishings, and Kate doubted buyers would like the house’s current condition.


Oscar and Jemima led her around the second-floor landing and up the next flight of stairs. They had turned the bend in the staircase and almost reached the third floor when Oscar stopped and crouched down, so fast that Kate nearly tripped over him.


There was very little light in the narrow stairwell, and at first Kate thought there was a pattern along the molding—some kind of decorative stencil. Then her eyes adjusted to the shadows, and she saw that it was a long strip of pencil drawings, six or seven inches high, like an ancient Mesopotamian frieze.


“What…?” She knelt down beside Oscar.


Some of the drawings were jagged enough that they could have been done by a child, but others were more detailed, certainly the work of an adult. Asterisks and lightning bolts, triangles and spiraling clouds. Over and over, a woman’s face, roughly drawn, her eyes filled with two Xs and her hair pouring like serpents from her head. There were letters, too. MB, MB, MB, repeated again and again, over which Oscar’s fingers hovered reverently.


“Mab,” he pronounced.


“They’re initials,” Kate said automatically. “M.B.”


A small, contented sigh. “Em-bee.”


Jemima slithered up the stairs to sit next to Oscar. Her thin calves, covered in a fine layer of down, poked out from the hem of her sundress. She touched one of the faces, tracing her thumb over the line of the woman’s neck, which terminated abruptly in a shimmering starburst of lead.


“I think she is sad,” Jemima said.


Sad, yes. Frightened and frightening. Secret, the kids had said, and now Kate understood why. There was something private about the drawings. You could tell just by looking at them that they hadn’t been made for anyone else’s eyes. Her throat went tight. She was excited, she was astonished—


“What’s going on?”


Theo. Kate jerked backward, hitting her head on the handrail. He was standing a few steps below them. Now that Kate heard how his voice sliced through the air, as sharp as it had been that first day out on the lawn, she realized that he had been softening toward her over the past week. It had been so gradual she hadn’t noticed.


Sensitive to the undercurrent in his father’s voice—treading it, without understanding where the waves had come from or why—Oscar gripped the back of her knee. Kate resisted the urge to reach down protectively. Whatever she thought of Theo, she shouldn’t encourage his own kids to be afraid of him. But her own pulse was still racing.


“Who is she, Daddy?” Jemima asked. Either she didn’t sense his anger or she didn’t care. “Is she a ghost?”


“There’s no such thing as ghosts,” Theo said.


“I heard a ghost,” Oscar said. “Last night. It was making weird noises. Like woo-oo-oo…”


Theo sighed. “That was the wind. It makes those noises when it goes through the trees.”


Oscar looked unconvinced. “Never went woo before.”


“Definitely a ghost,” Jemima said, giggling. “Come to eat you!”


Theo was unimpressed. “Why are you up here? You know you’re not supposed to be.”


Jemima wiped the smile off her face and adjusted her posture to project innocence. She was clever. “You said we couldn’t go upstairs,” she said. “You never said not up the stairs.”


Theo gave her a look. “Jemima. You knew what I meant.”


“Oscar’s little” was her second attempt. “He doesn’t know what he’s doing. And I was … helping him out.”


The ploy was so transparent, Kate couldn’t believe it would work. Theo was always telling Jemima to go easy on Oscar, and now she was reciting his own lines back at him. Her voice had even taken on a bit of his timbre. But after a moment, Theo sighed and dropped his shoulders.


“Downstairs, both of you,” he ordered. “I don’t want to see you up here again. You understand? It’s off-limits.”


Oscar needed no convincing. He wiggled around his father and began to bump carefully down the stairs on his butt. Jemima tagged along behind, whispering furiously into her brother’s ear. Kate would have followed them, purely out of self-preservation, but she couldn’t. Theo was standing right there. There was no room for her to pass.


Without saying a word, Theo came up the steps and knelt down to look at the drawings. He touched one, dragging his thumb down across the tail of a star. The graphite smudged ever so slightly. When he took his hand away, he rubbed his finger and thumb together until the pencil dust disappeared from his skin.


He was crouching in front of her; she could see his scalp glinting up from the part in his hair. The tendons in his back, the rise of a vertebra above the collar of his shirt. She averted her eyes.


He was quiet for a long time, and she hoped maybe he had forgotten she was there, but then he stood up, looming over her even though he was on a lower step.


“What are you doing up here?” he demanded. “I told the kids not to come up. There are chemicals … the darkroom. It’s not safe.”


She stilled. “Oscar and Jemima wanted to show me something. They insisted. I didn’t know it was off-limits.” She tried to say it evenly, but off-limits still came off with a sarcastic edge.


“It’s private,” he said. “As is the rest of the house.”


“I’m not going to play around with any chemicals,” Kate said, half-joking.


“It’s not just the chemicals.”


“Then what? You said you brought everything to the dining room.” She gestured at the wall. “This counts as your mother’s art, right? We could sell it with everything else.”


“I could sell it with everything else,” he said.


Kate’s patience was wearing thin. The brusque tone had been annoying enough when she was skulking around the backyard and they hadn’t yet met. Now she had been working in his home all week, playing the subservient employee and treating his parents’ belongings like fine china. And she had only come up here because she was entertaining his children.


“You hired me to organize the collection,” she said. “It makes my job harder when there are things missing. Her darkroom? Shouldn’t I see that?”


He must have realized she had a point, because he didn’t answer. The stairwell was so small that his breath rustled her hair. Awareness spiked through her limbs. She took that, along with his silence, as a sign she should leave.


She moved to slide past him. He put his fingers on her wrist, stopping her.


“I put everything relevant in the dining room,” he said.


“You don’t know what’s relevant. That’s why you hired me.”


His fingers tightened around her wrist. Just a small twitch, probably instinctive. But enough to make Kate sweat.


“Don’t come up here again,” he murmured. “You understand?”


Like she was a child. Like she could be ordered around. The air shifted and heated. A strange itch began in her throat, like the beginning of a cough. She had a sudden desire to lean up to him and press her mouth to the small divot in his lower lip—an urge so unexpected and inappropriate that it only made her angrier.


“Yes,” she said coldly. “I understand.”


And with that, she wrenched her arm away and clattered down the stairs.


 



MIRANDA






SERIES 2, Personal papers





BOX 6, Falkman College, 1974–1978


FOLDER: Disciplinary records







Falkman College Office for Student Affairs Conduct and Decency Board





Internal Document


Copies furnished to named parties only, upon request:


Miranda Rose Planchart


Richard Cameron Rohber


A. F. Fitzhugh (faculty investigator)


Joseph Smith (faculty investigator)


Tina Fry (faculty investigator)


TRANSCRIPT OF MEDIATION


04/28/1977




FITZHUGH: I think it’s working now. Hello, everyone. Thank you for joining us. This recording is for reference and information only. A transcript may be provided to you upon request. I will be leading today’s inquiry along with my colleagues Professor Smith and Professor Fry. I can speak for all of us when I say that we were extremely disappointed to learn of this incident. The purpose of today’s mediation is to settle upon a resolution that will enable everyone to move forward peacefully. Is that understood?


ROHBER: Yes.


FITZHUGH: Miss Planchart, please speak for the recording.


PLANCHART: Yes. I understand.


FITZHUGH: Wonderful. All right. The incident in question took place at the campus art gallery’s spring opening. I have in front of me a statement by an anonymous student who says she first saw you two arguing in the main gallery. Miss Planchart, you apparently stormed out of the room and returned ten minutes later carrying a bucket of paint. You approached Professor Rohber’s photograph Lesson Repeated, and—


ROHBER: Lessons.


FITZHUGH: I’m sorry?


ROHBER: Lessons. Plural. The photograph is entitled Lessons Repeated.


FITZHUGH: Okay. Lessons Repeated. Miss Planchart, you threw the bucket at the photograph, breaking the glass. The paint got on the photo and on several bystanders. The witness says a shard of flying glass almost hit her in the eye.


PLANCHART: That’s a lie. There was no flying glass. He hadn’t put any glass over the print.


FITZHUGH: If you could hold your rebuttal for a moment, I’m simply reading you the statement.


PLANCHART: And I’m saying the statement is wrong. No one got hurt. There was no glass. If there had been glass, I would have used something besides paint. Like the hatchet by the fire extinguisher. I thought about using that.


FITZHUGH: Miss Planchart … you’re not helping your case.


FRY: Our point is, many staff and students were frightened.


ROHBER: And the print was ruined. Earlier that night, several friends of mine, very well connected in the art industry, had expressed interest in buying it. So we’re also talking about a significant monetary loss.


FITZHUGH: Miss Planchart, would you like to explain your actions?


PLANCHART: My actions? What about his actions?


FITZHUGH: Professor Rohber didn’t throw a can of paint at his photograph.


PLANCHART: It wasn’t his photograph. It was mine.


SMITH: If I may interject … we’ve established that the image was Professor Rohber’s. He showed us his negatives and the objects he used to stage it. We spoke with another faculty member and she has assured us that Professor Rohber took that image.


PLANCHART: Yeah, he took that particular shot. Whatever. But it wasn’t his idea. It was my idea, and I was going to make it part of my senior project. I’ve been working on it for months.


SMITH: You had the idea to make an image of thirty-six remote controls laid out in a grid?


PLANCHART: Yes. It was one of my repeats.


SMITH: Repeats?


PLANCHART: That’s what I call them. It’s a series I was working on. Arranging a bunch of identical items. I did them with wooden toys, with copper pots, with dolls … I got all the objects from different places, and they all look the same at first, then you put them together and you can see the little differences. How they changed just by being used differently. Like on the remote controls, you can see the different buttons, how they’re worn differently based on what channels people watch. But it’s not just the content. The lighting, the layout, even the size and the processing technique … Did you look at the examples I brought over last week? You put them side by side, they’re obviously the same.
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