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				A long time ago, I tried to convince my younger brother that on some nights, while he was sleeping, I turned into a monster.

				This is for you, Tom.
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			Amy

			Amy’s heart hammers, and her skin is slick with sweat.

			Focus, she tells herself.

			Don’t think about the thing in the tower.

			Amy knows that if she thinks too hard about it she won’t be able to do what needs to be done.

			She looks down at the photo, the old black-and-white print she’s kept all these years, hidden away in the drawer of her bedside table. It’s been handled so much that it’s cracked and faded, one of the corners torn.

			In it, her mother, Rose, and her aunt Sylvie are young girls, wearing crisp summer dresses as they stand in front of a sign that says World Famous London Chicken Circus. Each girl clutches a worried-looking hen, but that’s where the similarities end. Amy’s mother is wearing a scowl beneath tired eyes, her hair dark and unkempt; Sylvie is radiant, the one who was going to grow up and go to Hollywood. Her blond hair is movie-star perfect; her eyes are shining.

			Someone had scrawled a date on the back: June 1955. If only Amy could travel back in time, talk to those two girls, warn them what was coming. Warn them that one day it would all lead to this moment: Amy alone and out of options, on the verge of doing something terrible.

			She bites her lip and wonders what people will say about her once she’s gone.

			That she was broken inside, a woman with a screw loose. (Aren’t all women like that, really? Little time bombs waiting? Especially women like her—surviving on monthly boxes from the food pantry, dressing her children in ragged, secondhand clothes that never quite fit.)

			What went wrong? they will whisper to each other while fondling artichokes and avocados in the produce aisle of the grocery store.

			What kind of monster was she? they might ask after a few glasses of wine, as they sit in tidy living rooms, gathered for book club.

			But these people know nothing of true monsters. They will never have to make the choices Amy has made.

			The fluorescent lights in the kitchen buzz and flicker. Amy takes a deep breath, looks out the kitchen window. Beyond the gravel driveway, past the two ruined motel buildings with their sagging, swaybacked roofs, the tower leans precariously. Made of cement and stone, it was built by her grandfather all those years ago as a gift for her grandmother Charlotte. Her own Tower of London.

			Amy thinks, as she often does, of that long-ago summer when she was twelve. Of Piper and Margot and the day they found the suitcase; of how, after that, nothing was ever the same.

			Where was Piper now? Out in California somewhere, surrounded by palm trees and glamorous people, living a life Amy couldn’t even imagine. Amy suddenly longs to talk to her, to confide in her and ask for forgiveness, to say, “Don’t you see this is what I have to do?”

			She thinks that Piper and Margot might understand if she could tell them the whole story, starting with the suitcase and working forward.

			But mostly what she wishes is that she could find a way to warn them.

			She glances at the old photo in her hand, takes a black marker from a kitchen drawer, and hastily writes a message along the bottom, over the chickens and patterned summer dresses. Then she tucks the photograph into her back pocket and goes to the window.

			The clock on the stove says 12:15 a.m.

			Down at the tower, a shadow lurches from the open doorway.

			She’s out of time.

			Moving into the hallway, she latches the deadbolt on the front door (silly, really—a locked door will do no good), then stops at the closet and grabs her grandfather’s old Winchester. Rifle in hand, she climbs the stairs, the same stairs she’s climbed her whole life. She thinks she can hear young Piper and Margot following behind her, whispering, warning her, telling her—as they did all those years ago—to forget all about it, that there is no twenty-ninth room.

			Amy takes each step slowly, willing herself not to run, to stay calm and not wake her family. What would Mark think if he woke up and found his wife creeping up the steps with a gun? Poor, sweet, clueless Mark—perhaps she should have told him the motel’s secrets? But no. It was better to protect him from it all as best she could.

			The scarred wood beneath her feet creaks, and she thinks of the rhyme her grandmother taught her:

			When Death comes knocking on your door,

			you’ll think you’ve seen his face before.

			When he comes creeping up your stairs,

			you’ll know him from your dark nightmares.

			If you hold up a mirror, you shall see

			that he is you and you are he.

		

	
		
			Jason

			The call came in at 12:34 a.m.: a woman reporting that gunshots and screams were coming from the old Tower Motel.

			Jason was putting on his coat, but froze as he listened, dread creeping into his chest and squeezing his heart like an icy hand.

			Amy.

			Even though he’d already punched out, and even though he heard Rainier and McLellan were on their way to check it out, Jason decided to swing by on his way home. It couldn’t hurt to take a look, he told himself. He knew he should leave it, should just get in his truck, drive home, and crawl into bed beside Margot. He should put his arm around her, rest his hand on her belly, and feel the baby kick and turn in her sleep.

			But there was what he should do and there was what he needed to do. And as soon as the call came in, he knew he needed to go out to the motel. He needed to see if Amy was okay.

			He was at the motel in ten minutes, his headlights illuminating the faded and rotting old sign: Tower Motel, 28 Rooms, Pool, No Vacancy. As he turned up the gravel driveway and drove past the crooked tower and decrepit motel rooms where, as a boy, he used to hide out, he felt strangely faint; then he realized he wasn’t letting himself breathe.

			Idiot.

			Amy’s house was at the top of the driveway, perhaps twenty yards beyond the low-slung buildings of motel rooms. Rainier and McLellan’s cruiser was parked in front of it, and the front door of the house stood open. Every light in the house was on, making it look too bright and all wrong somehow—like something you weren’t supposed to stare directly at, something dangerous, like an eclipse.

			He’d been here just a week ago. Amy had called him at the station, out of the blue, saying she really needed someone to talk to, and would he come? He was taken aback; other than saying a quick, impersonal hello when they ran into each other around town, they hadn’t talked, really talked, since high school.

			“I can come on my lunch break,” he’d answered without hesitation.

			Some part of him knew it was wrong, how eager he was to see her, how he had lit up like a Christmas tree because he was the one she’d turned to. He’d thought of how disappointed Margot would be when he told her, so he decided he wouldn’t tell her. What she didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her, and it wasn’t so terrible, was it? He was just going to see an old friend, to help out—where was the harm in that? Still, guilt whined around his head like a nagging, persistent mosquito. You have a wife you love and a baby on the way, it said. What do you think you’re doing?

			Now, as he stood in the open doorway, he heard what sounded like a low groan. His skin prickled. Unholstering his gun, he stepped into the front hall; a closet door stood open, revealing a row of shiny rain slickers and grubby sweatshirts hanging over a jumble of shoes. Jason spotted small, sparkly pink sneakers; a large pair of worn work boots that had to belong to Amy’s husband, Mark; the leather flip-flops Amy had been wearing last week when she met him at the door. “Jay Jay,” she had said as she embraced him, somewhat clumsily, sloshing coffee out of her mug. “I’m so happy you’re here.”

			Now he looked around the house. The living room was to the right, the kitchen to the left, and a staircase directly in front of him. Everything smelled musty, vaguely ruined. Wallpaper hung off the walls like torn pieces of skin. The dull brown carpet (had it been white once?) was full of stains and burns, worn through to the floorboards in places.

			He hadn’t noticed any of this last week.

			Jason’s radio squawked. Doug Rainier was upstairs—Jason heard his shaking voice both in the house and, a split second later, as a mechanical echo over the radio. “Three victims,” he was saying. “All dead.” Then, quietly, “Oh God. Oh, shit.”

			Adrenaline flooded through him, even before his brain fully understood Rainier’s words. He ascended the stairs two at a time, right hand on his gun.

			Amy.

			Where was Amy?

			The scene at the top of the stairs nearly brought him to his knees. He had to grab hold of the wall to keep from going down.

			He’d never seen anything like it.

			Never seen so much blood.

			A gunshot hadn’t done this.

			There were gory red tracks everywhere in the hall. Doug Rainier was on his knees near one of the victims, retching violently. Jason staggered toward them. The victim was facedown, her long blond hair splayed out around her head. There was a rifle beside her, and she lay in what looked like a small lake of blood. The smell of it, sharp and metallic, hit him hard, filling his nose and mouth.

			“Oh Jesus.” Jason breathed out the words and let himself sag against the wall.

			She was facedown, but he knew it was her and he knew that she was dead. Her right arm was tucked beneath her chest, but her left was outstretched. A piece of paper rested near her elbow. He leaned in a bit—no, not paper, an old photograph. It was a black-and-white image of two little girls, and written across it in black marker was the phrase “29 Rooms.” He blinked; a part of him knew it must mean something, must be a clue, but what he found himself focusing on instead was Amy’s hand, pale and waxy. Her engagement ring and wedding band glinted up at him, just as they had last week, when she’d reached across the kitchen table to take his hand.

			“There’s no one else I can tell all this to, Jay Jay,” she’d said through tears. “I swear, I think I’m going crazy.”

			“Hawke?” a voice called. Jason looked up and saw Bruce McLellan looming in the doorway of the bedroom at the opposite end of the hall. “What the fuck are you doing here?” Jason couldn’t speak, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t take his eyes off Amy.

			“Do you remember, Jay Jay, back when we were kids, how you used to write me notes in secret code?” she’d asked, and he’d nodded. Of course he remembered. He remembered everything.

			“Sometimes I’d pretend not to understand them,” Amy said. “But I always did. I always knew just what you wrote.”

			“Hawke, I need you in here—now!” McLellan barked, and Jason turned from Amy at last, to walk down the hallway like a ghost version of himself, there and yet not.

			As Jason entered the bedroom, he realized this was Amy’s old room. He remembered standing in the shadows of the driveway as a boy, looking up at her dormer window, hoping to catch a glimpse of her.

			Now Jason did a quick sweep of the room’s contents: a fluffy pink throw rug in the middle of the wide, white-painted floorboards; a dresser with a small collection of glass and plastic jungle animals displayed on top; a disheveled bed with a twisted polka-dotted pink-and-purple comforter, its pillows and stuffed animals spilling onto the floor.

			McLellan was standing in the center of the room, his gun clenched in both hands. He nodded down at the floor. A trail of small, bloody prints led to an open window.

			“Out there,” he whispered, his face red and sweaty. He sounded boyish, frightened. “On the roof.”

			Jason nodded and walked slowly across the room with his gun in front of him, hands trembling.

			He put his back against the wall on the left side of the open window, and listened. He heard a low moaning. A whimper. From out on the roof.

			Sirens wailed in the distance. Backup would be here soon. He could wait. But what if someone was out there, hurt?

			“London Police Department!” Jason shouted. “We know you’re out there. I need you to come inside and keep your hands where I can see them.”

			There was scrabbling, a scuttling noise, but no one appeared.

			“I’m going out,” he mouthed without sound. McLellan nodded and stayed where he was, his gun locked on the open window.

			Holding his gun, Jason ducked through the opening and stepped out onto the roof. Immediately he dropped into a crouch and swiveled right, then left, scanning the rooftop.

			A pair of eyes glinted in the dark. A flash of blond hair.

			He felt the gun slip from his grasp, heard it hit the roof and slide off with a clatter. Amy? It couldn’t be, but there she was, looking just like she had when he first met her, all skinny legs and wild hair.

			Suddenly he was twelve years old again: a gangly, awkward boy staring at a girl who held all the secrets he’d ever dreamed about.

			“Hawke?” McLellan called from inside. “What’s going on out there?”

			Jason blinked and looked at the little girl again, his eyes adjusting to the dark. Like Amy, but not Amy. Amy’s daughter. She was squatting down next to the crooked chimney with crumbling mortar, one hand resting on it for balance. Her blond hair was in tangles; her lips were trembling, eyes wild with fear. She had on pale pajamas that shimmered in the moonlight.

			“Remember me? I’m Jason,” he said, holding out his hand. “And I’m going to get you out of here.”

		

	
		
			Piper

			Piper was frowning at the giant sinkhole that had appeared in her tiny backyard.

			She had put a lot of work into this yard, pulling up the sickly grass and relandscaping with drought-tolerant plants: sedum, purple sage, sheep fescue, deer grass, desert mallow. A crushed-stone path led to a small patio shaded by an avocado tree, where she sometimes sat with a good book and a glass of sauvignon blanc.

			Now it was all falling into the earth. The neighbors were there, gawking and expressing alarm (how big could the sinkhole get? would it swallow the neighborhood?). Her sister, Margot, was there, too, so hugely pregnant she waddled around off balance, like a drunk penguin.

			Jason was not there, a fact that irked Piper but did not surprise her.

			“Be careful,” Piper warned her sister as the avocado tree was swallowed up, and knew right away that she shouldn’t have spoken; thoughts and words have power, and if you allow your worst fears to form fully, you run the danger of bringing them to life.

			As if on cue, Margot stumbled too close to the edge. Piper reached for her, but it was too late. The hole, which had been growing ever wider, threatening to swallow everything, took her sister deep down into the earth, so deep that they couldn’t even hear her scream.

			In the distance, alarms rang. But they sounded funny. More like music.

			Piper opened her eyes, found herself in her own bed.

			She rolled over, looked at the clock: 4:32 a.m. Across the room, her phone was playing Madonna’s “Like a Prayer”—Margot’s ringtone.

			“Oh my God,” Piper gasped, jumping out of bed—the baby. It was seven-thirty in Vermont, and Margot wouldn’t call this early unless something was really, truly wrong.

			Piper snatched up the phone she’d left on the dresser.

			“Margot?” Piper said, half expecting it to be Jason on the other end with terrible news. The worst news of all, even—we’ve lost them both. She shuddered as she recalled her sister slipping into the sinkhole, felt herself reaching for her, her hands grabbing nothing but air.

			“Piper,” Margot said, and Piper felt a weight lift from her chest. But she felt it return when she heard the strain in her sister’s voice as she continued: “I’m sorry to wake you. Something’s happened.”

			“The baby?”

			Margot was eight and a half months pregnant. It was her third pregnancy. The first had ended in a miscarriage at sixteen weeks, and the second in a stillbirth at thirty weeks—a baby boy they had named Alex. Margot and Jason were trying again, though Margot had said that if she lost this baby, that was it. No more. She simply couldn’t bear it.

			“No, no. The baby’s fine.”

			“Jason?”

			“No, not Jason. It’s Amy. She…Oh God, Piper, it’s awful.” Margot was crying.

			“Jesus, what happened?” Piper asked. She flipped on the light and blinked at the sudden brightness. The room around her came to life—the queen-sized bed with its snowy duvet, the old rocking chair in the corner, the maple dresser with the mirror hanging above it. She caught sight of her own reflection; her face was pale and panicked, and her white nightgown made her seem like an apparition, gauzy and ethereal, not quite there.

			Her sister snuffled and sobbed, and at last was able to speak in partial sentences, voice shaking.

			“Last night…they’re saying Amy shot and killed Mark and their little boy, Levi, and then herself out at the motel. Lou—that’s her daughter?—she’s alive. The police found her crouched on the roof. She climbed out a window and hid there….I can’t imagine how she…what she…” Margot trailed off.

			Piper said nothing. She couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe.

			After a moment, Margot went on:

			“She didn’t just shoot them, Piper. They were…all cut up. Butchered.”

			Margot started to cry and gulp again. Piper forced herself to take deep breaths. Behind the shock and gut punch of loss, another feeling was there, worming its way to the surface: fear.

			Piper looked over at the framed photo she kept on her dresser: Amy, freckle-faced and smiling as she stood between Piper and Margot, her arms draped heavily over each of their shoulders. They all looked impossibly happy, grinning up from the bottom of the empty swimming pool, white roller skates with bright laces on their feet. This photo had been in her bedroom at home when she was growing up, in her dorm room at college, and in every apartment and house she’d lived in since.

			“When was the last time you talked to Amy?” Margot asked at last, the phone crackling, her voice staticky, like it was coming in from a far-off radio station.

			“It’s been a while,” Piper said, feeling light-headed, queasy. And guilty. Margot had urged her, over the years, to reach out to Amy, to try harder. But Amy had made it clear after that summer that she didn’t want to remain friends. They hadn’t lost touch completely—she and Amy sent each other occasional Christmas cards with impersonal messages and, in Amy’s case, stiff-looking school photos of her kids posed against colored backdrops. They were friends on Facebook, and now and then promised each other that they’d get together soon. But when Piper made it back to London to visit Margot every couple of years, the time always seemed to fly by—Amy had to work, or the kids were sick, or Piper was just there for a couple of days to help paint the nursery. Whatever the excuse, she and Amy never got together. Next time, they promised each other. Next time.

			Maybe Margot was right—she should have made more of an effort. She should have called Amy to check in from time to time, to ask how the kids were, how Mark’s job was going, to talk the way women talked. After all, she’d let herself imagine it often enough. She had an ongoing imaginary conversation with Amy that had gone on for years. In her mind, Amy was the first person to get all the big news: each of Piper’s relationships and breakups; the steady rise of the video-production studio she and her friend Helen had started six years ago; her scare last year with the lump in her breast that turned out to be benign. But the reality was, Piper never actually picked up the phone. It was easier, more comforting, to go on talking to the Amy in her head—the Amy of her childhood, not the adult version with two children whose names she could never quite remember and a husband who Piper knew only through Facebook photos.

			She stared harder at the photo on the dresser, tried to remember that particular day, but all that came back was the sound the wheels of their roller skates had made on the bottom of the pool, the smell of Amy’s Love’s Baby Soft, and the way Amy’s arm around her made her feel invincible. Who had taken the picture? Amy’s grandmother, most likely. The image was tilted at an awkward angle, as though the earth were off its axis that day.

			“There’s something else,” Margot breathed into the phone, voice low and shaky. “Something that Jason said.” Jason was one of the half-dozen officers in the tiny London Police Department. In a town where the biggest crimes were deer jacking and the occasional break-in, Piper could imagine how they were handling a gruesome murder-suicide.

			“What was it?” Piper said.

			“He said they found an old photo with…at the scene.”

			“A photo?” For a crazy second, Piper imagined that Margot was talking about her photo, the photo on the dresser.

			“Yeah. It sounds like the one we found that summer. Remember?”

			“Yes,” Piper breathed. She remembered it too well. Amy’s mom and her aunt Sylvie as kids, in old-fashioned dresses, cradling fat chickens against their chests. It had been taken years before Sylvie disappeared. So—a different photo, of different girls; a different innocent childhood.

			“Well, someone had written something on it. None of this is being talked about on the news,” Margot went on. “Not yet. No one in the department can figure out what it means. The theory is that Amy was just crazy. Jason asked me if I had any idea what it was about, and I said I didn’t. But I think he knows I was lying.”

			Piper felt her throat getting tighter. She swallowed hard, and made herself ask the question. “What did it say?”

			There was a long pause. At last, her sister spoke.

			“ ‘29 Rooms.’ ”

			“Oh Jesus,” said Piper. She took in a breath, felt the room tilting around her. Suddenly she was twelve again and skating around at the bottom of that old pool with the cracked cement and peeling paint. Up above, Margot was going in backward circles around the edge, and Amy was whispering a secret in Piper’s ear—breath hot, words desperate.

			“I’ll be on the next plane,” promised Piper. “Don’t do anything. Don’t say a word to anyone. Not even to Jason. Not until I get there. Promise?”

			“I promise,” Margot said, her voice sounding far off, a kite bobbing at the end of a long string Piper was barely able to hold on to.
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			Mr. Alfred Hitchcock

			Paramount Pictures

			Hollywood, California

			June 3, 1955

			Dear Mr. Hitchcock,

			My name is Sylvia Slater, and I am eleven years old. I live in London, Vermont, where my family runs the Tower Motel on Route 6. I get top marks in my class and my teacher, Mrs. Olson, says I am already reading and writing at a high school level. Daddy is teaching me to help with the bookkeeping, and sometimes he even lets me write the daily tallies in our big ledger.

			I want to be an actress when I grow up. Or maybe even a movie director, like you. Are there any girl directors? My sister Rose, she says she doesn’t think there are, but she’s only eight.

			I don’t mind telling you, Rose is a little odd. She watches me all the time and it’s starting to bother me. Mama says Rose is just jealous. My father says Rose has an overactive imagination. I honestly can’t imagine what goes on in her head. She runs around the motel in torn dresses, tangles in her hair, and her best friend on earth is a sad old cow we have named Lucy. And yet she has the nerve to tell me I’m silly for wanting to be an actress one day.

			I’ve started keeping a movie scrapbook filled with pictures I’ve cut out of famous actors and actresses. Sometimes I show my uncle Fenton what I’ve pasted in my book. You’re his favorite director. He’s seen every single one of your pictures. It was his idea that I write to you, because I have an idea for a movie. But I have to warn you, it’s really scary.

			My Oma, she’s my mama’s mother, came to visit last year all the way from England. Oma told me and Rose terrible, frightening stories. Rose loved the stories, but I hated them. They gave me nightmares.

			She told one story that I’ll never forget, because she swore it was true. It’s the scariest thing I ever heard.

			Mr. Hitchcock, before I tell you any more, there is something I need to know:

			Do you believe in monsters?

			Sincerely yours,

			Miss Sylvia A. Slater

			The Tower Motel

			328 Route 6

			London, Vermont

		

	
		
			Rose

			Rose watched her sister, Sylvie, pull back the curtain that they’d strung up along the clothesline at the side of the house before stepping out onto the stage. “Ladies and gentlemen,” Sylvie announced in a booming voice. “Welcome to the one and only World Famous London Chicken Circus!”

			She dropped the needle onto the phonograph, and “Sh-Boom, Sh-Boom” by the Crew Cuts began to play. As Sylvie began to sway back and forth, with each graceful step her blond curls bounced. They were pulled back from her face with simple white barrettes. She’d put her hair in curlers before the circus, because she thought it made her look like Doris Day.

			Rose wiped the sweat from her forehead and hauled back the curtain to reveal their audience: Mama and Daddy, Uncle Fenton, Bill Novak the fish man, a shy young couple driving up to Nova Scotia for their honeymoon, and a New Jersey family of four—two parents, one boy, and one girl—who were all on their way to a week of camping in Maine. It wasn’t the largest crowd they’d performed for, but not the smallest, either. It certainly wasn’t bad for a Thursday—tomorrow and Saturday, when the motel was full, they’d have their biggest crowds. The size of the crowd didn’t matter, though: she and Sylvie would do the circus for even a single guest. Daddy said to make every performance count, even if there was just one man watching.

			“You never know who that one man might be,” he told them. “Maybe he’s a talent scout. Or a reporter. Maybe he has a hundred friends back home who he’ll tell all about the show and motel.”

			Daddy was sitting in the very front row, leaning forward, elbows on his knees, watching intently through his one good eye, the other squinting at them, able to discern only their shadows. He wore his buttoned white shirt rolled up at the sleeves, and kept a pack of Lucky Strikes in his pocket, along with a pen and pencil and little notepad. His hair was cut short and slicked back with Brylcreem.

			Daddy was the most handsome man Rose knew. Sylvie said he looked just like Cary Grant, who she loved to read about in the papers and magazines guests left behind. She’d talked Daddy into getting a subscription to Life and studied each issue cover to cover as soon as it arrived in the mailbox each week. On the cover of this week’s issue was Henry Fonda in his new picture, Mister Roberts.

			Rose knew that if it came to London—and if the picture was approved by Mama and Daddy—Sylvie would persuade Uncle Fenton to take her to the Saturday matinee. Fenton loved the movies, too, and went as often as he could. He and Sylvie would have long, animated conversations about directors and stars, and sometimes he’d describe the movies she hadn’t been allowed to see to her, scene by scene. It was Fenton’s idea that Sylvie start a movie scrapbook, and she spent hours going through magazines and newspapers, cutting out pictures of her favorite stars and pasting them into her book. She also took notes—making lists of movies she’d seen, movies she wanted to see, and even ideas she had for making movies of her own.

			Sometimes Rose got to go to the Saturday matinees with Sylvie and Fenton, but most of the time, she was pronounced too young and was left behind to help Mama with cleaning and mending. To be honest, Rose didn’t mind much. Sometimes Mama would tell her the story of how she met Daddy, and that was kind of like a movie, too.

			Rose liked to imagine it. There they were, her parents, up on the big screen. Daddy was in an English hospital bed, rumpled and wounded but still handsome after his plane had been shot down, and Mama looked like an angel in her stiff white nurse’s uniform as she changed the bandages over his injured eye.

			“I’d all but given up on myself,” he’d tell the girls when they asked for his version of the story. “The last thing I wanted to do was go back home and be a half-blind farmer. I was feeling like my life was just about over until your mother came along. Charlotte, your mama, was the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen.”

			Rose would always smile at this part, imagining her mama young and pretty, drifting onto the scene, and changing everything—Mama, who was what Daddy called a rare beauty. When he said this, Rose would picture him off in the jungle, coming upon a one-of-a-kind orchid high up on the edge of a waterfall, carefully uprooting it, putting it in a pot, and carrying it home, hoping he had what it took to help it flourish.

			“I asked your mama where she was from. ‘Here in London,’ she said. And I laughed and said, ‘Wouldn’t you know it? I’m from London, too.’ ”

			“I think it’s so romantic,” Sylvie would say. “The boy from London meets the girl from London. Like it was meant to be.”

			“Life could be a dream, if I could take you up in paradise up above,” the Crew Cuts doo-wopped now, as the record spun on the little portable player Sylvie had brought out from their bedroom.

			“Introducing Miss Matilda, the star of the show,” said Sylvie, and she led the plump Rhode Island Red onstage with her handful of raisins. Matilda followed Sylvie over to the wooden structure they’d built with two poles placed four feet apart, each with a platform and a ladder leading up to it. This was the high-wire act, although instead of a wire they had a narrow board, because they hadn’t been able to teach a chicken to walk across rope.

			With Sylvie’s encouragement, Matilda climbed the ladder on the left, made her way across the narrow top board, then to the other platform, and down the ladder. When she reached the bottom, she rang the little bell that hung there by hitting it with her beak.

			The crowd applauded, smiling. Sylvie had Matilda do her bow, which got more applause. Sylvie looked up and smiled, her hair coming loose from her right barrette, a few wisps falling into her eyes. The boy guest was at the edge of his seat, his eyes dreamy, the way people’s eyes often got when they watched Sylvie. She had the same effect on people that she did on chickens: they watched her intently, eager to do whatever she asked them next.

			Sylvie might be able to entrance the chickens and the whole rest of the world, but Rose Slater was immune to her sister’s charms. That didn’t mean Sylvie didn’t try.

			Uncle Fenton had given Sylvie a book—Mastering the Art and Science of Hypnotism—for Christmas, and she’d studied it cover to cover, underlining passages and making notes in the margins. Fenton had thought that she could use some of the techniques on the birds, but Sylvie had taken it further, insisting on practicing on Rose.

			“Keep your eyes on my finger; feel yourself getting sleepier, sleepier still. I’m going to count backward from ten; when I get to one, you’ll be fast asleep, but you’ll hear every word I say.”

			It never worked, really, but Rose pretended. She followed Sylvie’s finger, lowered her eyelids, spoke and moved as if she was in a trance state. She said goofy things, clucked like a chicken, did whatever Sylvie commanded. It was great fun, fooling her sister, letting Sylvie think she was in control. Rose loved knowing that she had the power to ruin the game, to pop open her eyes and confess that she’d been faking all along. And there would be Sylvie, the clever daughter, the beautiful, graceful girl, waving her dumb finger through the air for nothing.

			Rose herself was just the opposite of Sylvie: awkward and thick-limbed, with dark, easily tangled hair. She was the kind of kid people glanced right over, a short and clumsy shadow lurking behind Sylvie and occasionally sticking out her tongue when she was sure no one could see.

			As Sylvie and Matilda hammed it up for the audience, Rose busied herself setting up the next act: Petunia was a Barred Rock who Rose had taught to balance on a metal roller skate as it was pulled across the stage on a string. The best part was her costume—a little gingham dress and a pillbox hat that Rose bobby-pinned to her feathers.

			“We’re on, girl,” Rose whispered to the hen, giving her a good-luck stroke. She grabbed a handful of raisins from the Sun-Maid box and went to work, leading Petunia across the stage as the skate’s metal wheels rattled.

			Uncle Fenton whistled appreciatively. He was not actually their uncle, but a distant cousin of Daddy’s and much younger: he’d just turned nineteen. He was wearing his usual outfit—a stained white T-shirt with a pack of cigarettes rolled up in the sleeve, blue work pants, and heavy black boots. In his back pocket he always kept a thin paperback book, something he’d picked up at the five-and-dime: science fiction or crime, sometimes a Western. Uncle Fenton was Daddy’s helper, the fix-it man at the motel, and he lived in a trailer behind the house that Daddy helped him pay for. When Fenton wasn’t reading, repairing something, or cutting the grass, he was building himself a motorcycle out of parts he’d been collecting. Sometimes the girls would go help him, and he’d promise that once he got it running he’d take them for a ride—maybe even add on a sidecar, so they could all three go.

			Now they got Sunshine, a big, glossy black hen, from the cage behind the back curtain, and all three birds were dancing, moving back and forth, spinning in carefully choreographed circles, banging into each other clumsily, while the girls led them on with raisins; all the chickens wore hats and silk scarves.

			“And now for the grand finale,” Sylvie announced. “I will use the power of hypnosis to put all three chickens to sleep. I need absolute quiet from the audience. Watch, and you will be amazed.”

			Rose held Matilda and Petunia firmly in place next to one another. Sylvie held Sunshine down with her left hand; with her right, she used a white stick (she called it her “magic chicken wand”) to twirl circles in the air in front of them, then drew lines on the ground, a straight line drawn again and again in front of each hen. The birds watched the white stick, eyes focused on the line it made in the dirt, and gradually relaxed, holding perfectly still. One by one, Sylvie picked the birds up and flipped them onto their backs, where they lay with their eyes closed, feet in the air. The crowd oohed and aahed. Sylvie gave a proud smile, then snapped her fingers and said in a loud voice, “Awaken!” All three birds jumped up, righted themselves, and ran wild.

			“Tah-dah,” she said, taking a long, deep bow, chicken wand still clutched in her right hand.

			Mama looked down and picked at the hem of her dress, pulling a thread loose. But Daddy banged his hands together and gave the girls an enthusiastic grin. Uncle Fenton laughed out loud, slapping his knees. The young newlyweds applauded politely, then headed back down to their room. The housewife from New Jersey reached over and took her husband’s hand, and he looked at her and smiled a can-you-believe-this smile. Their wedding rings glinted in the sun. The little girl turned to her brother and said, “We need to get some chickens when we get home.” The parents laughed.

			“Good show, girls,” Daddy said. He pulled the little notebook from his pocket and jotted down something. Daddy was always getting wonderful ideas—ideas that would make money, make the motel bigger and better and more efficient; ideas that could change the world.

			“I’ll go start dinner,” said Mama, her wary eye on the hen in Sylvie’s arms. Mama was not a big fan of the chickens. She thought they were dirty and not all that bright, and sometimes worried out loud about the diseases the girls might catch from them, like salmonella. Secretly, Rose wondered how you could get a sickness from a chicken that would turn you into a fish, and what exactly would happen—would you grow gills? Scales? Not be able to breathe on land?

			“It’s my paper night,” Mama reminded them. Every Thursday, after dinner, the girls had to clean up the kitchen and get their own selves off to bed, so Daddy could watch the office while Mama had her newspaper meeting. She and some of the members of the Ladies Club of London put out a weekly paper—The London Town Crier—full of news, recipes, and advertisements. Mama was the editor, and each Thursday night they planned the next week’s issue.

			Sylvie wandered over to Lucy the cow’s pen, and let the guest kids pet Petunia while Daddy talked to their father, the two men huddled close, smoking. They were talking about the highways being built all over, how soon there would be one running right by London, going from White River Junction all the way up to the Canadian border. Daddy shook his head, said in a low voice, “It’s no good for this town. No one will come through on Route 6 anymore.”

			The boy who was petting Petunia moved closer, so that the toes of his Keds were practically touching Sylvie’s sandals. His hand brushed hers, and she smiled.

			“How do you do it?” he asked. “Hypnotize the chickens?”

			“It takes a lot of practice,” Sylvie told him.

			“Can you hypnotize people?” he asked.

			“Of course,” she said. “I do it to my sister all the time.”

			“Will you do me?” His eyes glistened, his whole body thrumming with excitement at the possibility.

			“I don’t know,” Sylvie said. “Maybe.”

			The boy’s little sister was reaching through the cedar fence rails to pet Lucy. Nailed to the fence was a sign Daddy had painted:

			
				LUCY, THE STATE COW, WAS BORN IN THE FALL OF 1943. IF YOU LOOK ON HER LEFT SIDE, YOU WILL SEE SHE HAS A SPOT IN THE SHAPE OF THE GREAT STATE OF VERMONT.

			

			Now Lucy gave the little girl’s hand a lick with her enormous tongue. The girl laughed.

			“She was born the same day as my sister, September 16, 1943,” Rose said. “Sylvie and that cow are as good as twins.” Rose leaned in to rub Lucy’s lucky spot, her hand covering the whole state of Vermont. “Daddy says when Lucy was born he had a vision. He saw the motel, the tower, the pen for Lucy. He knew people would come. And he was right. Because here you are.”

			“Did your daddy build that big tower?” the girl asked, turning from the cow to look down the driveway. The tower was thirty feet tall, twelve feet across, built of stone and cement.

			“He built it the year I was born,” Rose said. “He did everything himself: mixing the concrete, batch after batch, in a wheelbarrow, hauling rocks down from the hillside.”

			“It was a gift for our mama,” Sylvie explained. “She’s English, and he wanted to give her her own Tower of London so she wouldn’t be homesick.”

			The boy smiled at this. “This place is amazing. I can’t believe you get to live here. You’ve got the tower, the pool, the whole motel.”

			“And Lucy,” Rose added.

			“She’s soft,” the girl said, rubbing her hand over the cow’s fur.

			“If I lived here, I’d never want to leave,” the boy said.

			“I know,” Rose said. “We’re real lucky.”

			“I’m going to leave one day,” Sylvie said, bending to set Petunia down. The chicken began to peck at the dusty ground. “I’m going to go to Hollywood when I grow up.”

			“Hollywood?” Rose snorted. “You’re going to Hollywood?”

			“What for?” the boy asked.

			“To be in the movies,” Sylvie said.

			The boy smiled. “I’ll bet you’ll be a big star,” he told her.

			Above them, a monarch butterfly fluttered through the air. No one seemed to notice it but Rose. She stepped away from the fenced cow pen and toward the butterfly. It hovered over Sylvie, then landed lightly on her shoulder.

			The boy smiled. Sylvie caught sight of it and laughed. “Isn’t it lovely?” she said.

			“Yes,” the boy answered, not looking at the monarch.

			Rose reached out her finger, willing the monarch to her. Choose me, she thought with all her might.

			When the butterfly didn’t come, Rose made an impatient grab for it, tearing one of its paper-thin wings.

			“Rose!” Sylvie hissed. “Look what you’ve done! How could you be so careless?”

			Sylvie ran off toward the house, cradling the wounded butterfly, calling for Mama. But Rose knew that, for all Mama’s healing powers, there was nothing she could do for the ruined wing.

			The boy from New Jersey turned away in disgust, his chance with Sylvie lost, probably forever. He took his little sister by the hand and dragged her off toward Room 12, ignoring her protests that she wasn’t done petting the cow. Now Rose was alone with Lucy. She stroked the cow, her fingers making circles in her familiar, dusty fur.

			“She’s wrong,” Rose told Lucy, glancing over her shoulder to watch her sister bang through the front door of the house. Rose wasn’t careless. She cared too much, that was all. She cared so much that sometimes she was sure her heart might explode from the pressing ache of it.
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