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The neighborhood kids made fun of her house, but Catherine loved their brick cave smothered with kudzu. She didn’t want to leave the trees, and she had seen grief like a ghost, lurching behind her father’s eyes.

Her plan to cheer him up explained the lemon juice, which competed with the tang of bare feet inside the station wagon as they left Atlanta in 1970.

“Take a good look, girls,” he said. “The woods will be gone when we get back.”

“Oh, Farless,” her mother moaned, mashing teeth against red, raw fingertips. A dizzy cloud of bourbon vapor floated from her lips.

“We needed the money, Isabelle,” he mumbled. “We had to sell some of it.”

The muscular oak, a circle of pines and Catherine’s favorite magnolia vanished as her father gunned the car. At twelve, she was moving to Baton Rouge so he could work in a paper factory, having failed to cure malaria as a post-doctoral researcher. “Louisiana’s got trees,” she said.

“And flooding,” her sister Adelaide muttered into a magazine.
“And flowers,” Catherine said.
“Racism,” said Adelaide, who no longer smiled, at fourteen. “Stinky factories.”

“That’s enough,” Isabelle barked. “We’ll all get used to the factory smell.”

Catherine opened her wrinkled copy of Magic Circus Science. “I’ll write you a secret message, Daddy,” she said. She had spent the summer learning magic, especially Houdini tricks for disappearing.
Her sister Genevieve still sucked sugar-water from a bottle, at five, which gave Catherine an idea. “Hold this book,” she said, “and I’ll turn your water into lemonade.”

“Deal,” Genevieve answered, expertly swiveling the nipple off her bottle. “Hit me.”
Next, Catherine pressed a wet cotton swab against brown paper. A dark bloom of lemon juice unfurled like a leaf.

“D-e-a-r … D-a-d-d-y,” she wrote, one drop at a time.
“I hate leaving Shakespeare,” her mother said, meaning their orange tomcat with black-spotted fangs. She had named him Shakespeare after a sonnet—“Farewell! Thou art too dear for my possessing”—because he was wild and constantly on the prowl.

“G-o-o-d … l-u-c-k ....” Catherine wrote.

“He was feral, Isabelle,” her father said.
“…i-n  ... t-h-e…”

“Ha,” Adelaide said. “I’d like to see that cat in a car.”

“… n-e-w … j-o-b.”

The lemon juice dried quickly, becoming invisible, so Catherine reached for a cigarette lighter, stolen from Adelaide’s sock drawer, and she wiggled the flame under the paper.
“Oh,” Isabelle cried. “Catherine, did you feed the cat?”

Catherine froze. She remembered setting the bowl on the car’s luggage rack while stowing her trick bag.

One lane over, a man and woman waved, jabbing fingers.

“What are these folks doing?” Farless asked.

The woman pushed her thin snout into the wind, teeth clenched.

“Flat tire?” Catherine’s father shouted. Blue ropes of fury jumped up his neck.
“Is something burning?” Isabelle asked, sniffing.

Flames crackled in Catherine’s hands.

Genevieve dumped lemonade on the burning words.

“Cat,” the woman screamed. “On your roof.”

“Shakespeare,” Isabelle shouted.

Catherine’s head hit the front seat as the station wagon lurched to a stop.

In a flash of orange, Shakespeare rolled thumping down the windshield and sprinted for a wall of trees.

“Farewell,” Adelaide said. “Thou art too dear for my possessing.”
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