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			Eloise Montgomery had always believed that on the day that the worst thing happened, she would know. She had thought that there would be a chill in the air, a nagging unrest, some kind of shadow over her consciousness. It wouldn’t be anything she would notice, necessarily. It wouldn’t stop her in her tracks. There would be no whispering voice to tell her that her husband Alfie should not get on that plane (which would then crash) or not allow one of her girls to go to the mall (where a crazed gunman was lurking)—nothing like that. It would only be afterwards that she would say to herself: I knew. I woke up that morning and glimpsed the wraith lingering on the edge of my life. But, no—it wasn’t like that at all.

			If anything, the day was hypernormal. It was raining. That was the first thing of which she was aware. And she’d overslept a bit. Usually, she was so attuned to the light streaming in through the sheers that she always awoke just before six, wide awake the minute she opened her eyes. She’d get directly out of bed, while Alfie still snoozed, most deeply asleep just before he woke. He’d get up cranky, groggy, a bear until after he’d showered and had one strong cup of coffee. Not Eloise; she awoke at her best. Most days. But rain swelled her sinuses, so that day she woke up with a killer headache fifteen minutes later than usual. Not a lot, but just enough to put things “off.”

			Downstairs, Eloise put the coffeepot on seventeen minutes later than usual, and started the breakfast that no one would eat. Both of her girls were going through a phase where they insisted that they were “fat.” (It was one of her least favorite words in the English language because it was so loaded with self-loathing.) Neither of her daughters weighed much more than one hundred pounds, and now they were fat. This really made Eloise furious, because she had raised her girls to love themselves and respect their bodies. She had taken such care to teach them not to let the television and ridiculous fashion magazines present an ideal that they could never attain. They had talked about these things, God, over and over and over. And still, still, when her older daughter Emily finally managed to drag herself downstairs, she would nibble at her toast and move her eggs around. And Amanda would force herself to eat a little because she knew Eloise was watching. Because Amanda was the pleaser, while Emily couldn’t care less.

			If there were teams in their family—and of course there weren’t because they were not that kind of family—but if there were, it would be Emily and Alfie against Eloise and Amanda. There was chemistry between parents and their children; no one with kids could deny that. Emily and Alfie were united by their powerful intellects, their strong wills, their pragmatism. Amanda and Eloise were kindred in a different way. From the minute Eloise had looked into that child’s eyes, moments after Amanda was born, Eloise knew she’d found her soul-mate. And so it was.

			It was not a question of loving one girl more than the other, no, never that. Eloise would happily lay herself down for either of them. It was just a matter of which of them was easier to be around. She and Amanda meshed, understood each other without speaking, shared an interest in the quieter things like reading and knitting. They were generally more passive, gentler than the other two. They rarely argued. Eloise and Emily, on the other hand, were more likely to clash. Eloise’s arguments with her older daughter often ended with Emily storming off, slamming a door. On the other hand, the two of them were as likely to bust out laughing in the middle of their rows.

			Emily pushed Eloise’s buttons (Her clothes! Her hair! Her friends!), and Eloise did the same for her. But even though Emily had a hotter temper, she was the more affectionate of Eloise’s two girls. Emily still sometimes even climbed into bed beside Eloise in the wee hours. I love you, Mommy. Amanda held it all in.

			Her younger daughter entered the kitchen, already dressed and ready for school, wearing clean, pressed khaki capris and a simple white eyelet blouse, tasteful flats. Lord only knows what Emily would come down wearing and what type of battle would ensue. Amanda leaned in to kiss Eloise, smelling lightly of flowers and baby powder. Then the girl went to the fridge and grabbed the jug of orange juice, set out the glasses, and started pouring.

			“Em’s still sleeping,” said Amanda, “by the way.”

			Eloise felt that little rush of annoyance, that edge she got when things were running late.

			“Emily Grace,” Eloise yelled from the kitchen doorway. “Get out of that bed right this second. We’re late.”

			“Okay!” Emily’s voice carried down the stairs, jagged with annoyance. Only a teenager could sound that put out over anything. “God! Okay!”

			The shower was running, which meant that at least Alfie was up. Christ, did it have to be such a chore to get everyone out the door in the morning? Did they not do the same damn thing every single day? Must everyone be monitored and cajoled to get off to school and work? Eloise caught herself, took a deep breath. Running late was not an emergency. It was not even really a problem.

			The eggs were on the stove, the toast in the toaster. Eloise got started on the lunches. Everyone was getting turkey on rye today, like it or not. After that was done, she walked a cup of coffee up the creaking stairs to Alfie, leaving Amanda to get the food onto the plates. Upstairs, Eloise left the coffee steaming on their dresser. She didn’t even bother putting anything under the cup to protect the wood. Though her husband considered the piece an “antique” that was just in need of “refinishing,” which he was planning to do “next weekend,” she considered the dresser a candidate for Thursday bulk garbage pickup. Anyway, it served its function, and she was not one to replace a thing that functioned any more than her husband was. But she wasn’t going out of her way to preserve it, either.

			She quickly dressed—a floral printed skirt that really belonged in the donate pile, a long-sleeve pink tee-shirt. She slipped into some scuffed flats. She’d shower when they’d all left for school.

			By the time Eloise returned to the kitchen, Emily was in her perpetual slouch at the table. Her dark hair was spikey and wild, her black eyeliner too thick, her shoulder exposed through a stylized rip in her black sweatshirt. Eloise wasn’t even going to look at those combat boots the girl insisted on wearing or the “distressed” denim skirt over thick black tights. This is normal teenage behavior, Eloise told herself. If Emily wants to rebel with fashion, fine. As long as Eloise couldn’t see too much of her thighs or her cleavage, Emily could wear what she wanted.

			Emily caught her staring. “What?” she spat. “Just because I don’t look like Marion the Librarian over here?”

			“Hey,” said Amanda without heat. “Freak.”

			“I didn’t say a word,” said Eloise. She poured herself a cup of coffee.

			“You didn’t have to,” said Emily. She put a miniscule piece of toast in her mouth.

			Eloise set Alfie’s plate on the table. And then sat down with her own plate, which she had piled high with eggs and toast and fruit. Eloise ate with vigor, and she always had. She loved food; couldn’t wait for her next meal. In fact, she often planned what she would have for lunch while she was eating breakfast. She was one of “those annoying people” who could eat whatever she wanted and stay rail thin. And she reveled in it. She’d never even seen the inside of a gym. She was no beauty queen, but in that department she had won the genetic lotto. So had the girls, though they were too foolish to realize it. Poor Alfie, on the other hand—one whiff of baked goods and he inflated like a puff pastry.

			“How are my beautiful girls this morning,” said Alfie, entering the room like sunlight. And, each of them like heliotropes, turned to face him with a smile.

			Alfie was the favorite parent and always had been. He was the tree climber, the player of “dangerous tricks,” the storyteller, the tear dryer, the bear-hugger. He was the nightmare slayer, the surprise party thrower. Oh, how they all adored him.

			“Sweetie,” said Alfie to Emily. “You look like someone just dug you out of a grave.”

			“Thanks, Daddy,” she said with a smile. “That’s the look I was going for.”

			Eloise bit back a rush of resentment. If she ever said anything even approaching that, Emily would have stormed from the kitchen, raged up the stairs, and slammed the door to her room so hard that the dishes in the china cabinet would shake.

			“And my angel,” he said, kissing Amanda on the forehead.

			“Good morning, Daddy.”

			“And my love.” Eloise leaned up to kiss him lightly on the lips. She picked a piece of lint off the blue sweater she’d given him for Christmas. The color brought out the cornflower blue of his eyes, the natural flush in his cheeks. For him, she’d prepared egg whites with a side of fruit, no toast. His cholesterol was sky high, and he was a big man, thick in the shoulders and heavy in the middle. She worried about him, knew he ate horribly at lunch—pizza, fast food, gyros. He sat beside her, chair creaking, and picked up the paper.

			“Thank you for breakfast,” he said. Never a morning in his life had he ever neglected to thank her for making his breakfast.

			“You’re welcome,” she said. And she meant it.

			Eloise simply had never loved anyone else but Alfie. They were high school sweethearts, married while still in college. Neither of them had ever looked around for anyone else. They were two halves of the same whole; she’d known it the day he walked into freshman advanced algebra and picked a seat right next to her. He was taller than the other boys, bigger, more mature somehow. Was he handsome like football star Bradley Miller? Or tough and cool like bad boy Steve Tanner? No. But he had something that no other boy she’d known had ever had. She saw it right away. And she wasn’t even sure what it was.

			Eloise had forced herself not to stare at him that first day, even though she could feel him staring at her. And boys never stared at her because she was not pretty. She was plain in the face, and she was too skinny, and there was no money for the cool jeans or designer bags. She could never tame her wild black hair. And she was shy to the point of seeming rude. Smile a little, Eloise, her father used to chide. People like a girl who smiles.

			The middle schools from three different counties converged at Hollows High, so Eloise had been feeling more timid than usual that long ago fall morning. Surrounded by people she didn’t know, finding her way around a school that seemed huge compared to her small middle school on the outskirts of The Hollows, she wished the floor would open up and swallow her. That’s why she practically jumped out of her skin when, halfway through the period, Alfie Montgomery handed a note across the aisle to her.

			She took it and unfolded it, looking at him. He wore a big grin—oh, and those sparkling, laughing eyes. She couldn’t help but smile back. His face, full of light, demanded it.

			You are the prettiest girl I have ever seen. And one day I am going to ask you to marry me, he had written.

			She didn’t have time to react, because their teacher, Mrs. Peacock, was standing in front of Eloise’s desk. Eloise reluctantly looked up into the reading glasses of her annoyed instructor, who held out a hand for the note.

			Eloise handed it over, a hot flush coming up her neck and coloring her face, she was sure, a hideous scarlet.

			“Something you would like to share, Eloise?”

			She shook her head.

			“It’s my fault,” said Alfie quickly. He stood. “I passed it to her.”

			“Maybe you would like to share your thoughts with everyone,” said Mrs. Peacock, who looked more amused than angry.

			“I would,” he said. He still wore that smile, and Eloise could see that not even Mrs. Peacock was immune to its wattage. That was it. That’s what he had. He didn’t care what anyone thought. He was himself and never tried to be anyone else. She wouldn’t know how rare that was until they were older.

			Mrs. Peacock handed him the note. But he didn’t have to look at it.

			“You are the prettiest girl I have ever seen,” he said in a loud voice, head held high. “And one day I am going to ask you to marry me.”

			The whole class burst out with laugher, including Alfie. Even Eloise in her total embarrassment couldn’t help but smile.

			“It’s true, Mrs. Peacock,” Alfie concluded. “You mark my words.”

			They’d rarely been apart since that day. Even though their families had bemoaned their settling down so early, there was a force pulling them together that would not be stopped. Everyone knows true love when they see it. It’s rare enough that no one really wants to stand in its way.

			On this rainy, late start morning twenty years later, they had been married a little more than fifteen years and had two teenage girls. Alfie was an advanced algebra teacher at Hollows High and Eloise was a stay-at-home mom. They didn’t have a whole lot of money, but they always had enough for the things they needed and most of the simple things they wanted. The one thing they didn’t have enough money for, and which was a bit of an inconvenience, was two cars.

			After breakfast, the girls ran around—brushing teeth, packing up their bags, bickering. Finally, they were all out the door, a little late, yes, but it was okay. And Eloise was right behind them, walking them to the car as she always did. She felt a kind of satisfaction. They’d had their breakfast; their lunches were packed. Homework was done. The rain had cleared to reveal a beautiful sunny morning; her sinus headache had subsided. The crocuses were popping their heads up in her garden bed. There was a robin singing in the tree above. It was a postcard of spring. She was waving to them as Alfie backed down the drive. And then she remembered: her doctor’s appointment! She needed the car. She’d have to drop them all off so that she could have the car today, then go back and pick them up in the late afternoon.

			“Wait!” she called. Alfie stopped short. “I need the car.”

			She ran inside to get her bag and pull a brush through her hair. Then she raced back outside and hopped in the passenger seat.

			“Now are we ready?” her husband asked in mock exasperation.

			“God, Mom,” said Emily. “We’re already late.”

			“I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”

			She laced her fingers through Alfie’s, and their interlocked hands rested on his thigh. She remembered that, his warm hand. The way the girls smelled so pretty, their flowery scents wafting from the back. The relief of her disappearing headache. The smell of spring.

			She saw the truck ahead of them, how it was weaving just a little. The semi was not supposed to be on that narrow side road. There were signs all over the place because the roads were too narrow, too old to handle trucks. These backstreets washed out in the rain, people got stuck. But there were all kinds of new folks moving into the area—people from the city building ridiculously big houses, needing huge trucks to haul all their furniture up to The Hollows.

			“What’s he doing out here?” said Alfie, musing, almost absentminded.

			And then it was in their lane, coming at them, head on. It was a narrow road with a fence on one side, a thick stand of trees on the other.

			“Alfie,” she said. It was moving so fast. Impossibly fast. “Alfie.”

			But mercifully that was all she would remember, except a blinding flash of light and her girls screaming, mingling with the sound of screeching tires on asphalt.

			•    •    •

			And then there was more light. But this light was milky, diffuse, more like a slow dawning. She opened her eyes and had to close them immediately. The brightness was so hot and white that it hurt. There was a low murmuring, as if someone were reading softly from a book. What was Alfie doing? Reading to one of the girls? No, that wasn’t right. It was morning, and neither of the girls had let them read aloud since the third grade.

			She forced her eyes open. Strange to see her father-in-law, Gus, sitting there in the too-white room. He looked so much like Alfie. Not as big, not as handsome, but that same sweetness and laughter dancing behind impossible periwinkle eyes. He had a thick leather volume opened in his lap and he was reading. Oh, wow. He was reading from the Bible. She was dreaming. What a strange dream.

			And then the pain—her neck, her back, her head. Her throat. Oh, God, what was in her throat, her nose? And then the sounds of the machines all around her, a measured beeping and whirring, growing urgent. She tried to move, but she couldn’t. A strangled noise escaped her. She saw Gus startle.

			“Eloise,” said her father-in-law. He was looking at her, eyes wide. He stood, the book dropping to the floor. “Oh, thank the good lord, Eloise.”

			He started weeping, dropped to his knees beside her, and took her hand.

			“Thank God,” he said. “Thank you, God.”

			Then he got up and dashed away from her. Don’t go! she wanted to yell but couldn’t. Her body wasn’t working, wasn’t following the commands from her brain. Don’t leave me here! Where am I? What’s happened? Panic rushed up hard and fast, and was a weight on her chest, a bag over her head. She couldn’t breathe.

			“Doctor! We need a doctor!” she heard Gus yelling. His voice was broken and frantic. “Somebody help us!”

			And then the room was full—nurses in pink scrubs, a too-young doctor. A light shining in her eyes, hands on her body. Too much talking back and forth, loud and nonsensical. She was fading in and out, there and then not there. How long did it go on? What was happening to her?

			Then a voice, stern and cutting above the others, told her to exhale, as hard as she could. She obeyed. It was like the worst fire, the deepest most uncontrollable gag, as they pulled the feeding tube from her. What a violation, to shove something hard and unyielding down a soft and tender place. The body revolts, rejects. She couldn’t even cough, just gasped and wheezed while someone spoke to her in soothing tones.

			Just try to relax. You’re okay. It’s okay now. But, of course, it wasn’t okay. Not at all. She knew that; she could feel it. The world had bent and broken in two. It would never be whole again.

			•    •    •

			Slowly, over the next day, Gus reluctantly fed her bits and pieces of the enormous, indigestible tragedy that had taken Emily and Alfie from her. Following the collision with the semi, which had sideswiped the driver’s side of the car, Alfie and Emily had been killed instantly. Eloise had been in a coma for six weeks while her husband and daughter were buried without her. The accident had left Amanda physically unscathed, but so deep in a state of PTSD that she hadn’t spoken a word since the accident. Her younger daughter hadn’t shed a tear, had barely eaten enough to keep herself alive. Gus wasn’t even sure she was sleeping, since every time he looked in on his granddaughter at night, she lay as stock-still as when he’d tucked her in, with her eyes wide open. He and Alfie’s mother, Ruth, were taking turns; when Gus was with Eloise, Ruth was with Amanda, and vice versa. They, too, were staggering under an unbearable burden of grief.

			But who? But how?

			A truck driver, high on the methamphetamines that he had taken so that he could drive his rig longer and faster to make more runs, to make more money, to buy more meth supposedly, had finally exhausted the limits of his wakefulness and fallen asleep behind the wheel of his semi. He had simply drifted into their path.

			Maybe they’d have missed him altogether if Eloise hadn’t overslept, if she hadn’t forgotten about needing the car. But it was a pointless thought, a useless one. And Eloise immediately decided that she wouldn’t keep it. Otherwise, there was a black, sucking, downward spiral inside. She could easily travel down with it into nothingness. And there was Amanda to live for; Eloise didn’t have the luxury of giving into dark temptations.

			She was in the hospital, then in rehab for another four weeks. Time passed in a blur of misery. There was a solemn parade of well-meaning family and friends, a cavalcade of flowers and gifts and cards. But Eloise was buried deep inside her grief. Everything happened on the other side of a gray field of white noise, while she worked herself to exhaustion and beyond trying to get strong enough to go visit the graves of her husband and daughter, to go home and help Amanda get well.

			•    •    •

			The night before she was finally scheduled to leave the rehab hospital, Alfie came to see her. She awoke to find him sitting in the chair beside her, holding a stunning bouquet of calla lilies, her absolute favorite. She pushed herself up. She wasn’t surprised at all, just deeply relieved and blissfully happy to lay her eyes on him.

			“I thought we’d have so much more time, El,” he said. But he didn’t seem sad. His eyes glittered, and he had that silly smile, the one he wore only for her.

			“Me, too,” she said.

			“But you know it doesn’t matter, right?”

			She felt a sob climb up her throat. No, she didn’t know that. She wasn’t sad either, not really. Sadness was petty, weak, passive. It passed. What she felt wasn’t going to pass. It didn’t have a name—it pulled on the back of her eyes, and lived in her gullet, and screamed inside her head when she tried to sleep. It was ugly. It raged, tossed around memories like china cups that smashed against the walls of her psyche. Her doctor had said to her of her back injury, You’ll probably always have pain, Eloise. You’ll have to learn how to manage it. He was young. He didn’t seem to pick up on the larger implications of his statement.

			And she was angry, so deeply, totally angry that she figured it would eat an ulcer in her belly at some point. Maybe if she were lucky, it would even kill her.

			“I can’t live without you, Alfie,” she said. “I don’t want to.”

			He rose and put the flowers down on the chair, came to sit beside her on the bed. She didn’t reach out for him. She knew if she did that, he would go away.

			“You can and you will,” he said. “None of us is promised anything. We don’t get to keep the things we love, not forever. And it’s okay. Like those flowers. Put them in a vase and they’ll last a few days. Then they’ll wilt and turn brown, and you’ll have to let them go. That’s life.”

			“No,” she said stubbornly. “No.”

			“Take care of our girl,” he said. “And remember how lucky we were to have loved each other so well for so long. It’s a gift some people never have.”

			And then he was gone, and so were the flowers. But the air still smelled like lilies as she drifted back to sleep. Even then, when she looked back, she knew that it wasn’t a dream. There was something odd about it. Something just more. But of course she told no one. It’s your grief talking, they’d say. If she insisted that it was something else, they’d put her on the psych ward. And she had to get home to Amanda.

			•    •    •

			The silent princess, beautiful and ruined. Amanda’s skin was pale, her eyes dull and empty. Ten weeks after the accident, and her days still consisted only of a silent shuffle from bedroom to living room to bathroom. She drifted around in Emily’s nightshirt, a ratty old thing with a picture of Queen Elizabeth with a safety pin through her nose. She took it off only when she was forced to wash it; she waited in bed in her underpants, buried under the covers, until it was clean.

			About a week after Ruth and Gus brought Eloise home and assured themselves that she could manage the house, the meals, the shopping, her in-laws announced worriedly that it was time for them to go back to Florida. Of course, Eloise told them, of course they should go home and—what? Grieve, move forward, take care of themselves a little. Eloise found the idea of their departure terrifying—and a big relief. How could she and Amanda find a new life with Ruth and Gus living in their basement? How could Amanda and Eloise get by without them?

			“We’re never far,” Gus promised, holding her. “We’re just a phone call away.”

			•    •    •

			Then there was the business of “moving on with life.” This was expected, apparently, even after the worst possible thing had happened. The river of life kept flowing, and one must swim or drown.

			The house was a maze of memories. Alfie’s slippers still sat by his nightstand. Emily’s jacket hung over the banister. It’s just lazy to leave it there, Emily. The closet is two feet away. Eloise couldn’t bear to move any of it.

			Eloise went through the motions. She didn’t know any other way. “It’s just going to be one foot in front of the other for a while, Eloise,” Ruth had said, obviously speaking from personal experience. “Just keep moving, don’t think too much.”

			Eloise made breakfast each morning, careful to set two plates even though she wanted to set four. She woke Amanda, who was nowhere near being able to go back to school. But someday she would go back. And until then, Eloise would continue to plan for every day to be the day that Amanda would open her mouth and speak.

			Eloise got herself dressed each morning. She did the dishes, the laundry—now gargantuan tasks that took all her will and her energy. Sometimes she let herself be lured into Emily’s room, which was nothing so much as it was a black hole that drew her in and kept her among the dolls and rock posters and overflowing drawers and stuffed closet. Sometimes she spent hours in there, just lying on Emily’s bed, which still smelled (less every day) like Emily.

			And she talked. She talked to Amanda about her feelings, all of them. She’d cry, she’d rage, she’d rant. She wanted Amanda to see her experience all of it, so maybe Amanda would let herself experience her grief, as well.

			Eloise let her memories of Emily and Alfie free flow—how Alfie botched his speech at their wedding, how Emily smashed her first birthday cake (with absolute delight), how Alfie killed a scorpion on their trip to the Grand Canyon while Eloise screamed in terror, waking the whole campground. She knew her daughter was listening, even though the girl was utterly stone-faced. Eloise could tell; Amanda wanted to remember them. Otherwise she wouldn’t be wearing Emily’s nightshirt. Sometimes Eloise’s throat ached from talking all day. But she kept on. She’d talk until maybe Amanda said something just to shut her mother up.

			•    •    •

			It was a Friday when the first one came.

			Silent Amanda had decided to go back to school earlier that week, and Eloise was alone. Her daughter still hadn’t said a word. She had just gotten up that Monday, dressed, eaten breakfast, and then waited by the door with her backpack. Eloise drove her to school, met briefly with her teachers, who were all aware of her condition. They would all support her return, not pressure her to talk, and see how things progressed. Her two best friends rallied at her side, promising to stay with her during the day as much as they could. When Eloise called the family therapist they’d been seeing, Dr. Ben, he thought that this was a promising step.

			Eloise, naturally, wasn’t sleeping well at night. She couldn’t stand to lie down in the dark and try to close her eyes. So she kept the television on, her eyes plastered to the screen until she fell asleep. She didn’t want one moment alone in the dark with her thoughts. As a result, she woke up many times in the night.

			On the Thursday after Amanda started school again, Eloise had a strange dream. She awoke with the television filling the room with its glow, Amanda sleeping deeply beside her (as was her habit since the accident). Her daughter’s breathing was soft and measured, like waves lapping on the shore. Over that, Eloise heard the sound of sobbing. She froze, listening—afraid but somehow not afraid. Then the sound had stopped. After a moment, she wasn’t sure she’d heard it at all.

			But that Friday afternoon, the house so quiet, so lonely that Eloise decided she would sleep rather than be aware of the gaping emptiness inside her and out. So she was dozing on her bed when she awoke to hear the sound again. It didn’t stop, so Eloise had no choice but to go downstairs, from where the crying seemed to originate. Was she dreaming again? She felt floaty as she reached the bottom landing and moved into the living room.

			The girl, not more than thirteen, sat on the floor of the living room, huddling her small body into the tight right angle where the fireplace hearth jutted out from the wall. Her hair hung in limp, dirty ropes, her shirt with some kind of writing on it, and jeans wet and filthy. She shivered, sobbing weakly. Her stare was blank. It looked like shock.

			It was like it was with Alfie. Not a dream. Something else.

			“Why didn’t I listen to her?” the girl asked. “I wasn’t even supposed to be out here.”

			“Where are you?” Eloise asked.

			The girl looked up, startled, as if she’d heard something. But she looked right through Eloise.

			“Oh God,” the girl said. Then she started yelling, startling Eloise terribly. “Help! Please help me!”

			Then Eloise was there with her—wherever it was—sitting in waist-deep, foul-smelling water. Eloise started shivering with wet and cold, her body aching all over as if she’d taken a terrible fall. The stone walls all around her were slick with algae. She waded over to the girl, who was not aware of Eloise at all. She wrapped herself around the child. She was as fragile as a skeleton, so tiny.

			“Mommy,” the girl whimpered. “Mommy.”

			“I’ll help you,” Eloise said. She had no idea why she said it. She didn’t know who this girl was or where she was. Eloise had no way of helping her. Still, what else was there to say?

			Eloise awoke on the carpet of her living room, afternoon sun washing in through the sheer drapes, dappling on the floral chintz sofa that badly needed replacing. How long had she been lying there? Amanda was standing over her, her backpack slung over her shoulder.

			“Mom?” she said. “What’s wrong?”

			It took a moment to register, and then Eloise was whooping with delight. She leaped off the ground and took Amanda into her arms. What a joy to hear the sound of her voice! The rush of happiness and relief that washed through her felt like a drug. She’d experienced nothing but grief and anger and fear and pain for months. Eloise quickly forgot the strange dream she had. Well, not really. But she pushed it away. Hard.

			“What’s the big deal?” said Amanda. She wore a shy and sad smile. “I just lost my words for a while.”

			Eloise found that funny and terribly sad. There were no words for what had happened to them. None at all. She started to laugh, then cry. And then, finally, Amanda started to cry. Eloise led her over to the couch where Amanda cried and cried and cried, then took a break and cried some more. And Eloise sat, with her daughter sobbing in her lap. The sound of it was beautiful. Anything was better than silence. Eloise felt as if someone had opened a window and let the air in again. She could almost breathe.

			•    •    •

			Eloise had forced herself to buy a used Volkswagen with the car insurance money. There had also been a large life insurance payout, which gave them a little bit of time before she figured out what she was going to do to support them moving forward. Eloise had started driving again as soon as the doctor said it was okay, because she wanted Amanda to see her doing it. She needed her daughter to know that they were strong enough to get through this—even if Eloise wasn’t totally convinced of it herself. Fake it until you make it. It worked.

			That afternoon of the dream and Amanda talking, they drove to the family therapist they’d been seeing for an emergency session. Amanda had been coming with Eloise all along, though naturally Eloise had done all the talking. Eloise and the doctor had agreed that it would be healing for Amanda to sit in on the sessions, even if she didn’t say anything right away.

			“Why today?” Dr. Ben asked Amanda.

			She offered a lazy teenager shrug. “My mom needs me,” said Amanda. “She’s been so strong. But I think it’s getting to her.”

			“Why do you say that?”

			Amanda told him that Eloise had started sleepwalking, that she had found her mother on the living room floor this afternoon.

			“Is that true?” asked Dr. Ben.

			Now it was Eloise’s turn to shrug. She really didn’t want to get into this. “I suppose I had some kind of dream today.” She did not say that there was a girl sitting in her living room. And that it didn’t seem like a dream at all. That she had this gnawing sense that there was something she was supposed to do but had no idea what. She wasn’t going to say any of that.

			“It’s not the first time,” said Amanda.

			“Isn’t it?” said Eloise, surprised.

			“She walks around at night, talking to people who aren’t there.”

			Eloise shook her head at the doctor to indicate that this was news to her.

			“No awareness of this, Eloise?” he asked. He pushed his glasses back, wore a concerned frown.

			“None,” she said.

			He jotted down some notes. He didn’t seem especially concerned with the content of her dreams, just that she was dreaming and moving about.

			“Sleepwalking can be a side effect of the medication you’re taking.”

			She had been prescribed Ambien, but she’d never taken it. She told him as much.

			“Well, dreams and nightmares are to be expected in cases like this. It’s your psyche’s way of working through the trauma you’ve experienced.”

			She wanted to argue that what she’d experienced wasn’t precisely a dream. But she wasn’t going to open that can of worms, so she just nodded solemnly and said she understood. Which she did, because it seemed like Psychology 101. She promised that she’d bring it up again next session if the sleepwalking continued.

			•    •    •

			Eloise and Amanda had taken to watching dinner with the television on, something not allowed before. But the nighttime was the hardest, just after the sun set, when they would usually have all been home together—the girls doing their homework, Alfie grading papers, Eloise cooking dinner. It was always her favorite time of the day. Now she dreaded it.

			But on Friday night, Amanda talked—she talked and talked. And Eloise listened as if her daughter’s voice were a song she loved but hadn’t heard in too long. Amanda talked about what she remembered about that day, how she’d been so mad at Emily who called her Marion the Librarian, and how she was always so mad at Emily who always seemed smarter and cooler, and more just knowing somehow. And how she thought that Emily was their father’s favorite and how she hated her sister a little for that. Amanda had often wished that she were an only child, like her friend Bethany.

			“But now that she’s gone, it seems like the world can never be right again. I don’t even know who I am without being different from her,” said Amanda. “And I loved her. I didn’t even know it, but I did. And I’m sure I never told her, not once.”

			“You didn’t have to tell her,” Eloise said. “Everyone in this family always knew that love was the first feeling, the foundation. Everything else was second and temporary. Emily knew you loved her.”

			“How?” asked Amanda. “We only ever fought.”

			“Did you know she loved you?”

			Amanda thought about this, then nodded an uncertain yes.

			“How?” asked Eloise.

			“Because she let me sleep with her in her bed when I was scared at night.”

			“And she knew you loved her because you wanted to sleep in her bed,” said Eloise. “And that’s what real love is. You don’t always have to say it, even though it’s nice if you do.”

			And they talked until late, until Amanda fell asleep in Eloise’s bed. And later, after midnight, Eloise heard the sobbing again. She put on her robe and went downstairs to find the girl in the same spot. Mommy, Mommy, Mommy, Mommy, the girl just kept saying. Mommy, Mommy, Mommy. And Eloise ached to help her, her own uselessness a notch in her throat.

			“What do you want me to do?” she asked of no one. And she could tell the girl didn’t even hear her. Eloise sat on the couch, helpless and confused. Then she went back upstairs to bed. The television was still on, casting its flickering blue light on the room.

			And the girl was there again. But this time, she was bright and smiling, so pretty with golden hair and freckles and blue eyes. She was happy and healthy and well in the photograph being broadcast on the television screen.

			Eloise sat on the bed, staring at the television but hardly believing her eyes. The girl was dressed in the uniform of the private school she attended. Her image alternated with images of her weeping parents conducting a news conference, begging for her safe return. Katie, thirteen years old, from a rural town outside of Philadelphia.

			She’s in a well. If you don’t call now, it will be too late. She’s dehydrated and cold. She won’t survive the night. It wasn’t a voice—and it was a voice. It was a knowledge that leaked into her consciousness from the air. It had a particular sound—and it didn’t.

			The broadcast must have aired earlier that evening, because now it was nearly midnight. There was a hotline number flashing in red on the screen.

			She won’t survive the night.

			Eloise went back downstairs, where the girl was no longer, and picked up the phone in the living room. What was she doing? This was absolutely insane. She hung the phone back up and stared at it, heart pounding. But she knew that the girl she had seen was the missing Katie from Philadelphia. And she knew that if she didn’t call, Katie was going to die. There was no way not to pick up the phone. It wasn’t allowed for her to do nothing. She knew that. She dialed the hotline number she had memorized from the screen.

			“Do you have information about Katie?” It was the voice of a young woman. Eloise’s hands were shaking, and she didn’t know if she could trust her voice.

			“I think I do.”

			“Would you like to give your name?”

			“No.” She said it too quickly. She must have sounded like a crazy person or someone with something to hide.

			“Okay.”

			“I had a vision.”

			The shaking in her hands seemed to spread throughout her body. She was quaking, as if she were freezing from the inside out. Adrenaline pumped through her body, making her mouth dry.

			“A vision.”

			It was the first time she heard that particular tone—disbelief mixing with annoyance, mingling with hope. She would hear it many, many times after that.

			She repeated what the voice had told her, that Katie was in a well, that she wasn’t far from home, and that she wouldn’t survive the night.

			“I’m not asking you to believe me,” said Eloise. She didn’t quite believe it herself. “I’m just asking you to check.”

			“Okay,” said the voice on the other line.

			“She’s wearing jeans and sneakers.” Eloise had no awareness of this during her vision. Wasn’t even sure why she was saying it now. “And a long-sleeved shirt, green and white. It says ‘Daddy’s Girl’ on it.” Eloise didn’t even know how she knew it. The girl’s clothes had been so dirty and white, her shoes obscured by the water. But as she spoke, she was certain it was true.

			There was only silence on the other end of the line. She heard then a muffled voice, someone speaking, a hand covering the phone.

			“Hello?” There was a male voice now. “This is Detective Jameson. Can you repeat what you told the hotline operator?” Eloise did that.

			“You have to hurry,” said Eloise. “Please.”

			She could still hear him talking as she hung up the phone. She was too naïve to realize that they had, of course, traced her call. But when the phone was in the cradle, she felt a shuddering sense of relief. Only then did she realize the terrible low buzz of anxiety she’d been suffering. The shaking subsided; she felt almost giddy. Then she looked up to see Amanda standing in the arch that connected the hall to the living room.

			“Is it true?” she asked. “Is that what happened today? Is that why you were lying on the floor this afternoon?”

			Amanda, still wearing Emily’s nightshirt, came to sit beside her mother on the couch.

			“I think so,” said Eloise. “I needed to call. I know that much.”

			Amanda considered her mother in that grave way she had. “What if you’ve lost your mind? What if you’re wrong?”

			“What if I’m right?” Eloise asked.

			The answer to that question was a lot scarier. This was acknowledged between them without words.

			They sat in the quiet dark. If Emily and Alfie were there, they’d both be chattering and grilling her about the details. They would want to know everything. There would be no quiet, knowing acceptance of the bizarre. Both of them would be skeptical, playing devil’s advocate. But they weren’t here. And somehow Eloise knew that if they had been, none of this would ever have happened.

			“It’s not fair,” said Amanda.

			Eloise didn’t know if Amanda meant what had happened to them, or what had happened to Katie, or what was happening to Eloise now. She suspected that the girl meant all of it. And she was right.

			“No,” Eloise said. She dropped an arm around Amanda and squeezed. “Life is not fair. We just do our best. Okay? We have each other.”

			“For now,” Amanda said. The girl was too smart to be mollycoddled.

			But Eloise said anyway, “Forever. We’ll be together forever. All of us.”

			Even though she didn’t know if that was true, that’s what she said. She knew that it was just as Alfie had said. They were promised nothing. Now was the only gift anyone was guaranteed to receive. Certainly, they’d had that lesson driven home for them.

			In the kitchen the next morning, they turned on the television to see the news coverage of Katie being lifted from the well, her parents running to her. And Eloise felt joy, pure joy. A thing she’d been sure she would never feel again. And she felt this until Amanda turned to her.

			“Is that why he took them?”

			“Who?” Eloise asked. “Took who?”

			Amanda’s face screwed up a little. “Is this why God took Emily and Daddy?”

			“Amanda—” She didn’t know what to say.

			“Don’t you think that’s why?” the girl said, urgent, eyes filling. “Maybe it’s them telling you what they see. You know—from the other side? Do you think, Mom? Maybe?”

			“I-I don’t know, honey,” Eloise stammered. “I don’t even understand yet what happened.”

			“But it’s possible, right? Emily always wanted to help people. That would mean something good has come from this. Right?”

			Amanda and Eloise both started to cry again then. Would the well never run dry? And as they held each other, the phone started ringing. After that, it never really stopped ringing.

			•    •    •

			They called day and night. Eloise let the answering machine get it until the machine got full and started beeping. Then she unplugged the machine. The police in Pennsylvania: We just want to talk. The mother of the girl in the well: I want to thank you. God, thank you so much for saving my little girl. Then the reporters from television, newspaper, and radio, local and national: The country wants to hear your story.

			She didn’t want to talk to any of them; she was not a person who had ever enjoyed attention. After a few days, they were waiting outside her house, a throng of reporters. They waited on the sidewalk when she took Amanda to school in the morning (Are you a psychic? How did you know about Katie? Did you have these powers before your accident?), when she got home (Have you had any other visions?). They camped out at night for weeks. She never talked to them, never looked at them. She tried to make herself as uninteresting as possible. And then finally, a few at a time, they went away.

			The truth was that her visions had terrified her. What had happened to her was unsettling, unexplainable. Perhaps, she thought, by not acknowledging it, ignoring it, it just wouldn’t happen again. She told herself that it might be a onetime thing, a gift from Alfie and Emily, like Amanda said. Something good that came from something horrific. Not a fair trade, certainly. But, like she told her daughter, she never expected life to be fair.

			It didn’t go away.

			•    •    •

			In retrospect, the first vision had been the easiest. Katie, at least, she was able to save. That wouldn’t be true for all of them. That first event almost seemed like a test. Could she do it? Could she handle it? Would she take the required action? Maybe if she’d botched it, freaked out, refused to call, or had herself committed, maybe that would have been the end of it.

			About a month after interest in her had died down and Eloise was starting to feel “normal” again, there was another girl.

			Eloise saw the thin, blonde girl first in a vision that came on while she was mopping the kitchen floor. One minute Eloise was washing the linoleum, the next she was looking at a wet ground littered with leaves. Golden late-afternoon sunlight dappled the slick debris, and the air carried the scent of burning wood.

			“Get away from me!”

			The cry rang out, bouncing off the trees, frightening a murder of crows. They went flapping, cawing into the air with the sound of the girl’s voice. Right away, Eloise knew that this was a different kind of vision. She was above the girl and yet inside her somehow. She could feel her fear, hear her thoughts.

			The girl was running; he was right behind her. She knew him. When he’d offered her a ride, she’d taken it—even though she knew her mom didn’t want her to ride in cars with boys. But she was mad at her mom that day, sick of all the rules, the rigor of her life. She wanted a little bit of freedom, like all her friends had. Her mother was working that afternoon; no one would ever know if she had a little fun. For once. But then he wanted more than she had been willing to give. His hands had been too rough, his mouth too scratchy. When she said no and please stop, he hadn’t seemed to hear. Or maybe it was just that he didn’t care.

			“Don’t be such a prude,” he said.

			Now she was running from him. He was bigger, stronger than she was. There was no way she was going to outrun him; she knew that. So, rather than let him chase her down, she turned and held her ground.

			“Get away from me!”

			Eloise felt the vein throbbing in the girl’s throat, the adrenaline pumping through her blood, the ache of overexerted lungs. The girl picked up a big stick. It looked menacing, but it had no heft to it as if it were hollow. But maybe, maybe she could use it to ward him off. She could poke him in the eye and get him between the legs.

			“Calm down,” he said. His voice vibrated with anger. “You’re hysterical.”

			“Get back!” It was a panicked shriek.

			“Shut up.” Now she could see that he was as scared as she was, and that it was making him angry.

			Eloise couldn’t see the aggressor’s face; it was a black and ghostly blue, kept from her vision for some reason. But he was slowly moving toward her. The girl started swinging as he drew nearer to her.

			“Put down the stick,” he said.

			Why had she gotten in his car? Why had she taken that ride with him? It was the other boy she liked, but he had gone off with someone else. She was small and weak, with arms so skinny they embarrassed her. Eloise could feel the girl’s heart beating like a bird in a cage.

			He came closer, and she spun to run again. It was the leaves. She slipped and fell hard backward onto the ground. Her head connected with something hard and sharp. It hurt at first, in that surprising way that rockets through your body. But then it passed and she felt just a spreading, comforting warmth. Then her eyes were filled with stars. Then there was nothing.

			Eloise came back to herself on the linoleum floor, the bucket tipped. She was lying on her back in a lake of dirty mop water, staring at the faux Tiffany shade over her kitchen table.

			Help them find her. The voice that wasn’t a voice.

			“No,” said Eloise. “No. This is not my problem.”

			Things like this are everyone’s problem.

			“No,” she said stubbornly. “I’m dealing with enough. How much can one person take?”

			But she was aware of that low buzz of anxiety, the feeling you get when you think you might have forgotten to unplug the iron or left the Christmas tree lights on. She could live with it. If she ignored it, it would pass. She cleaned up the mess and finished mopping the floor.

			Life ground on. And Eloise continued to go through the motions—taking care of Amanda, doing the odd babysitting job, some cleaning for the working moms in the neighborhood. Just to keep money flowing in, just to keep busy and spare herself any empty moments. And, then, of course, there was the small matter of the trial of the man who murdered her family. She was attending that even though Dr. Ben questioned the wisdom of this. Will it help you, Eloise? Will it help you to accept and move on? She didn’t know the answer to that. She just knew that she had to be there. Anything else was neglect, abandonment of Alfie and Emily.

			And that buzz, that anxiety, was a hum in the back of her head. Not going away. Quite the opposite. When Eloise saw the girl lying in the bathtub, in the hallway by the front door, in the driveway when Eloise took out the trash, Eloise ignored her. She wasn’t there. Eloise was more stubborn than whatever this was. Alfie had always called her his little mule.

			•    •    •

			On top of ignoring the girl, the trial of the man who had killed Alfie and Emily was almost too much to bear. Before it began, Eloise had entertained fantasies about buying a gun and killing the truck driver Barney Croft in front of everyone.

			She’d imagined, in vivid Technicolor detail, herself standing and pulling the gun from her purse, lifting and just unloading it into Croft while everyone screamed and scattered around her. She could hear the shots ring out, smell the gunpowder, watch bloody holes open in his chest, his head. Her ears actually rang from the imagined sound of the weapon firing. She’d never even held a gun, had no idea where one might acquire one. And, of course, there was Amanda to consider. Eloise was all she had now. She couldn’t go to jail.

			So Eloise lay in bed at night, vibrating with hatred, wishing Barney Croft every possible ill—that he’d lose everything he loved, that his family would die as horribly as hers had, that he’d get murdered in prison. The colorful ferocity of her imagination was shocking even to Eloise. She had never experienced hatred before; it was toxic. It made her ill, as if she were taking a teaspoon of arsenic every morning in her coffee. For the first time in her life, she’d completely lost her appetite. Her stomach roiled; she’d stopped eating anything but the blandest foods. Her shoulders and neck ached from a tension there that never released. Her jaw was stiff and sore from clenching her teeth. And yet she found she couldn’t release her feelings of hatred. Could not let them go. She wanted them. In fact, her dark thoughts comforted her even as they were hurting her. Meanwhile, the girl would not go away. She kept hearing the calling of those crows. It was an impossible ratcheting of tension day after day. How could anyone survive it?

			•    •    •

			And then, in the final days of the trial, she saw Barney Croft outside the courtroom. Eloise was coming back from her car, and he was standing outside with his lawyer. He was smoking a cigarette, talking in a desperate, impassioned way—his face earnest, his palms wide. She wasn’t supposed to talk to Croft or even go near him. Even so, she found herself marching toward him. The lawyer, a slick-looking young man with a blond crew cut and a fleshy, youthful face, held up his hand when he saw her. He moved his body between her and Croft.

			“Mrs. Montgomery,” he said. He was kind, respectful, lifting a placating palm. Eloise thought his mother must be proud of him in spite of the fact that he was trying to get a murderer free. He believed in the law, thought he was doing a right, if not a good, thing. She could see all of that in him. “Nothing positive can come of this.”

			But Barney Croft was pushing his lawyer aside. Eloise was surprised to see the man weeping, the cigarette fallen from his mouth to the ground.

			“Oh, sweet Lord,” he said. He dropped to his knees on the ground beside his lawyer. “Please forgive me.”

			And Eloise saw him completely. She saw his addiction and his hardscrabble life. She saw how he drove to support his family and took drugs so that he could drive longer, so that he could do more for them. She saw how life had ground him down and how the mistakes he’d made had cost them both everything. And that this was how life worked. We were all connected, no one separate. Things like this are everyone’s problem.

			And something moved inside her. The muscles in her neck and shoulders released a little.

			“I forgive you,” she said. There was no tearful embrace, no real warmth. There was, of course, no love for this man who had robbed Alfie and Emily of their lives because of his mistakes. There was just a sudden release within Eloise of rage and that sickening hatred. Her words only seemed to make him cry harder, bending all the way down so that his head touched the ground.

			She walked away from him, feeling lighter, less bound up inside. And she was hungry for the first time in months.

			That night she heard the girl again, not louder, not more insistent. She wasn’t a haunting specter demanding attention. But Eloise understood finally that there was no ignoring it. This was how her life worked now.

			•    •    •

			He had pictures. Eloise stood behind him and watched. And yet she wasn’t quite behind him; she was in him. But that wasn’t quite it, either. He was a man in a boy’s room, and he sat upon a twin bed made up in navy blue sheets. He sifted through his pictures of the girls. How he prized them. How he looked forward to his time alone with those stolen photographs.

			His breathing came heavy and hot, wheezy, almost asthmatic. Some of the girls in the photos Eloise recognized—students of Alfie’s, acquaintances of her daughters. The Hollows wasn’t a big town. She’d seen some of them on the soccer field, at dances, Girl Scouts, swim team. Some of them she’d never seen before. Eloise watched as he took the pictures out from the shoe box under the bed; she felt his alacrity, his appetites. The photos were mainly school shots—yearbook portraits, pictures taken at winter social or homecoming. He had access to the school, to the girls. And yet they were always just out of his reach. He had always been on the outside, laughed at, bullied, and mocked. He expected nothing more from people.

			He was a child in a man’s body, not intelligent, with little insight. He lived and worked with his father, who still thought it was okay to hit him on the head when he made a mistake. He was afraid and lonely, a misfit. His mother was gone—dead or left, Eloise didn’t know. But there was an emptiness in him always wanting to be filled. She tried to stay as far outside of him as she could. His inner life was a suffocating quicksand. Could she disappear into him? What were the rules? Eloise didn’t know. She could hold herself back, though; so she did.

			He was a watcher. He stood in the shadows and watched the kids who would have nothing to do with him. Whatever his role was, he was invisible to them. And he had been watching when the girl in the woods was in trouble. He had been following her for days, saw her get into that boy’s car with the other kids. He knew the woods, cut through and got there not long after they arrived by car. He saw her run, heard her scream. He enjoyed her fear. The sound of her frightened voice excited him in a way he didn’t quite understand and knew was bad, bad, bad. He did nothing to help her.

			After the others left her there, he waited, watching. Would they come back for her? Had they gone for help? Would the police come? When the sun finally set, and darkness fell, and she didn’t move, he took her. He ventured out from his hiding place and lifted her tenderly from where she lay.

			She was heavy for someone so small. He carried her through the woods over his shoulder with effort, out to an old hunters’ blind that had long been forgotten.

			Eloise didn’t want to see what he did to her. By some mercy, she was able to turn away from it. He’d kept some things. One of her barrettes, her underpants. Her heart-shaped locket. They were in the box where he kept the pictures of the other girls, the others he watched.

			What he’d seen, what he’d done, had awaked some sleeping dog within him. It was pacing. Eloise didn’t know him—who he was, where he was.

			But that voice kept ringing and the crows kept crying. She kept seeing those hands, nails caked black with something, sifting through the pictures. She watched the news, waiting for the story that would make things clear. But there was nothing, until finally one morning after she dropped Amanda off at school, she just couldn’t take it anymore. She knew what she needed to do, even though it seemed crazy. She drove to the police station, intending to ask for Ray Muldune, The Hollows Police Department’s only detective. What was she going to say to him? She had no idea. She just knew that it was the right time and he was the right person.

			When she arrived, the station house was vibrating with urgency. A girl had been reported missing last night. A frantic, all-night search was still under way.

			Then she saw the picture that was circulating. A plain girl, with straight blonde hair and smiling dark eyes—Sarah. She was an only child, a talented violinist, a good student, someone who would never be late without calling her mother. Eloise realized that she recognized the girl. Eloise had cleaned the Meyers’s house once when she took on jobs to help Alfie make ends meet. It had been a big, gorgeous place with no one home, just a key under the mat at the door.

			“I need to see Ray Muldune,” Eloise told the female officer at the front desk.

			“In reference to?”

			“I may have some information about—Sarah.”

			The woman held her eyes for a second, a cop’s stare—assessing, suspicious, wary. If she recognized Eloise, she didn’t say anything. The officer picked up the phone in front of her. “Someone with possible information about Sarah.”

			It wasn’t a minute before a gray-haired man with a thick unkempt mustache (his wife hated it) was standing in front of her. He had dark circles under his eyes, a look of terrible weariness that was more than fatigue (unhappy marriage, struggling with his teenage children, fed up with his job).

			“Can I help you?” Something crossed his face. Recognition. He knew who she was.

			There was something about him. Something strong and appealing, a man who handled things, who didn’t rest until a job was done. He was the right person to talk to; she was sure of that. His name had been in her head, even though she’d never met him. Of course, The Hollows was a small town. She’d probably heard everyone’s name at least once, knew what most people did for a living.

			“Can we speak alone?”

			He squinted at her, then led her into his office. She told him the truth—everything, from the accident, to the first vision about the girl in the well. (He liked that; a fact he could confirm. He opened a notebook, jotted something down, then turned back to her.) This was long before computers were a feature on everybody’s desk. He watched her attentively, head tilted, eyes narrowed, as she recounted the visions she had about Sarah.

			Well, she didn’t exactly tell him the whole truth. She told him about the man who took Sarah, everything about him, even the things she had not acknowledged fully to herself, including what she thought might be the first letter of his name. The words just tumbled out of her, almost as if she didn’t have anything to do with what she was saying.

			She didn’t tell him exactly the way Sarah had died. That was not the reason she’d had the vision; she knew that. She was here to help them find her. She was here to make sure the man didn’t do what he would eventually do to another girl. It was a cold, hard certainty within her.

			“You said dirt under his fingernails,” Muldune said when she was done. He was doodling on a pad in front of him. (Something he did that helped him think. His wife hated that, too. She hated a number of his little quirks, things he was powerless to change.)

			“Not dirt,” she said. “Oil maybe.”

			“Hands calloused, dry?”

			She closed her eyes, trying to remember. “Yes,” she said finally. “I think so.”

			“Like maybe he worked in a garage?”

			Eloise shook her head thoughtfully. It sounded right, but she’d reached the end of her knowledge, and that horrible thrum of anxiety had subsided. She’d done what she needed to do. A tremendous wave of relief and fatigue crashed over her.

			“Well,” he said after another moment. “Thank you for your help. We’ll be in touch if we need any more information.”

			A respectful blow off—which was actually fine. She wasn’t one of those glommers-on, someone who wanted to help solve crimes, or stand on the sidelines watching the investigation unfold. She didn’t want attention or credit. She wanted to do what she had been asked to do, nothing more.

			She left then, got in her car and drove home and cleaned the house. Maybe that was it, she told herself as she scrubbed the floor with a nearly religious zeal. Maybe that was the final event. Sarah was gone—not in the foyer, not in the kitchen or the upstairs bath.

			The house was quiet except for the soft mewing of Oliver, the new kitten that she had brought home for Amanda. Alfie had always been allergic, so they’d never had pets. Oliver wasn’t much of a consolation prize, but he brought some much needed cuteness and comedy relief into their grim little house where the dead dominated.

			Eloise had thought a kitten might be good for her daughter, who recently seemed to have discovered rage. Amanda was angry at Eloise—for having a doctor’s appointment that morning Alfie and Emily died, for the crazy visions, because Eloise had forgiven Barney Croft.

			How do you forgive the man who killed your family? What right do you have to forgive him? Amanda had shrieked, when Eloise shared her experience. Dr. Ben said that anger was healthy for Amanda, way better than the depression that comes from turning anger inward. But it certainly wasn’t pleasant—the screaming, the door slamming, the sudden hysterics. Eloise’s nerves were frayed.

			She’ll work through it, Dr. Ben promised. Trust me, you would rather deal with this than the alternatives. Speaking of which—how are you doing?

			•    •    •

			Detective Muldune knocked on her door at five to midnight. It was a loud, insistent knock that woke both Amanda and her instantly.

			“Who is it?” Amanda whispered. She was still sleeping in Eloise’s bed, a habit Eloise had no intention of trying to break right now.

			“I have no idea,” she said. As Eloise climbed down the stairs, she saw the flashing lights in her driveway, Detective Muldune standing on her porch with his shield out. Eloise experienced a dump of fear. Oh, God, she thought. I knew all sorts of things I shouldn’t know. Maybe they think I had something to do with it?

			“Mrs. Montgomery, can you open the door? Detective Ray Muldune of The Hollows PD.”

			She pulled it open, aware that Amanda, who was creeping down the stairs behind her, had come to sit on the middle step. Was Amanda going to have to witness Eloise being hauled off by the police?

			“Can I help you?” she asked.

			“I don’t know,” he said. “Can you?”

			The desperation was coming off of him in waves. She saw that he was alone; there were no other cars, just his empty prowler in the driveway, red lights silently spinning.

			“We can’t find her,” he said. “We have no leads. Her parents are beside themselves. We’ve had people out looking for nearly forty-eight hours. Time is running out.”

			Eloise shook her head. She thought her job was finished; she didn’t know what to say. Was she supposed to help him further?

			“Trust me,” he said. “I wouldn’t be here if I had anywhere else to go.”

			“Let me get dressed,” she said. He offered a solemn nod and walked off her porch back to his car. She quietly closed the door and turned toward the stairs.

			“You’re going with him?” said Amanda. She wore this particular angry scowl when she looked at her mother now. She hates me, Eloise thought.

			“I have to,” said Eloise moving past her.

			“You don’t have to do anything,” she said nastily.

			“I think I do,” said Eloise.

			“You’re going to leave me here? It’s the middle of the night.”

			“You can come,” Eloise said.

			“The hell I will,” said her once sweet daughter. Amanda got to her feet and stormed up the stairs past Eloise. She slammed her door so hard that the china in the cabinet downstairs rattled, channeling Emily.

			“This is bullshit,” her daughter screamed through the closed door. “You. Are. Not. A. Psychic.”

			A psychic? The word conjured women in flowing skirts and headscarves, crystal balls and fortune-telling cards. Is that what she was?

			Eloise got dressed and tried to push open Amanda’s door. It was locked.

			“Amanda,” she said. “I know you’re angry. Try to understand, okay?”

			Nothing.

			“I didn’t ask for any of this,” she said. She rested her forehead on the door. “I’m just—” What? What was she doing? “I’m just trying to do the right thing.”

			Nothing.

			“I love you.”

			Eloise waited.

			“I love you, too,” Amanda said after a moment. That was something, at least. She didn’t open the door, though. It had always been a rule of the family, never part without saying “I love you.” They both knew the worst thing could happen.

			•    •    •

			Ray Muldune’s car was overwarm and smelled of fast-food hamburgers. He filled his seat, belly hanging over his belt. His jacket was wrinkled and soft with overwear.

			“I brought you something,” he said. He pulled it out of his pocket and let it rest in his open palm. It was a red Goody barrette. There was one in the box in the man’s room. This must be the other one. “A volunteer found this in the woods.”

			They both looked at it. Eloise wasn’t sure why, but she didn’t want to touch it. She looked away, watched a squirrel run lithely across a branch of the great oak tree in her front yard.

			“I don’t know how this works,” he said. His wedding ring looked uncomfortably tight on his finger.

			“Neither do I,” she answered. She wrapped her arms around herself. It was so cold. She was always so cold lately. She felt as if she’d be shivering even if it were a hundred degrees.

			“I don’t believe in this kind of thing,” he said. He kept his eyes on the cheap plastic bauble, not on her.

			“I don’t blame you,” she said.

			After a moment, she reached for the barrette. At first, there was nothing. It was just a piece of plastic and metal, no energy at all. But then she was there, in the woods. She was above them while he carried her carefully between the trees. Her hair snagged on the branch, and the barrette fell onto the ground.

			“It’s hers,” she said.

			Muldune was looking at her strangely.

			“What?” she asked.

			“I just lost you there for a minute,” he says. “You were a million miles away.”

			“He knows her. But she doesn’t know him,” Eloise said. “He saw her, but she didn’t notice him. No one ever does. Once he saw her, he followed her all the time. He has access to the school.”

			It came out of her in a strange tumble, facts that she had no access to moments before. There was something else. She’d seen it before, but it was just out of reach. What was it?

			“Someone saw a car by the side of the road,” the detective said. “It was parked in the shoulder by The Hollows Wood.”

			It came to her then, something about the mention of the woods. She’d lost that piece. “The blind,” she said. “He took her to a hunters’ blind.”

			Muldune sat up at that. He put the car into reverse and backed out of the driveway.

			“Okay,” he said. He pulled out onto the rural road and started to drive. “Where?”

			“Somewhere in the woods,” she said. “He walked miles with her. He’s tall and strong. He works with his hands.”

			“We tried to bring the car owner in,” he said. It was more like he was speaking to himself, though, as if she wasn’t really there. “But we can’t find him.”

			“Is his name Tommy?” asked Eloise. The name was just in her head. Muldune didn’t say anything. “Does he work with cars?”

			Still nothing from Muldune, but he was driving faster. She knew where he was going. He was taking her to where the car had been parked. At first, she didn’t think that was right. The man had been on foot. But then she put it together: he’d driven first and then come up the back way. That’s how he’d made it there so quickly.

			After a bit, the detective pulled over. They both got out of the car and headed between the trees without a word to each other. He had a big powerful flashlight that illuminated the way before them. They walked far, getting breathless and tired. Muldune followed close behind Eloise, who had no idea where they were going. But she did know. Of course she did.

			When the flashlight beam fell upon the hunters’ blind, almost invisible among the trees, Eloise stopped. A wave of nausea hit her so powerfully that she almost doubled over with it. She had to lean against a tree until it passed. All the while, Muldune kept his eyes on her. He had no idea what to do with Eloise—he was afraid of her, confused by her. He didn’t want to believe in her. All of this, she could read in his concerned frown.

			Muldune pulled a radio from his belt and turned it on, its staticky hum filling the night. He spoke softly in a language of shorthand and number codes that she didn’t understand. She heard the trickle of a creek, and she turned toward the sound. Muldune’s flashlight beam filled the area. She saw what she didn’t want to see. One slender white arm. That coldness inside, it spread.

			She folded herself over and started to cry.

			•    •    •

			Eloise thought that justice was a funny thing. It was a big idea, a romantic one. It was imagined like a satisfying end to a story. Justice must be served. Is one served Justice, like a meal at a table? Or does one serve Justice, like a maid in a grand house? These are the thoughts that Eloise was having as she sat at Barney Croft’s sentencing.

			Eloise had spoken for leniency on his behalf. Addiction is a disease. Barney Croft needs help, not just punishment. And she believed that. When she looked at his weeping wife and his small children, their faces confused and sad, it was clear to see that a lifetime in prison served no one—not even Eloise and Amanda. Barney Croft’s children would be broken by this; perhaps they too would turn to drugs and ruin someone else’s life. Surely, there was a better way.

			But the judge was not lenient; a life sentence was handed down, parole possible after thirty years. The courtroom erupted in wails of despair, chairs moving, cameras flashing, an angry call to order. Eloise and Amanda hustled out of there before the reporter vultures that never seem to tire of the Montgomery tragedy could corner them. They were in their car, safely driving away before the court adjourned.

			“I don’t feel any better,” said Amanda. Eloise’s daughter had dressed in a simple black dress and white cardigan, patent leather flats as if they were going to church. (Which they never did anymore unless her in-laws were visiting. That was Alfie’s thing.) Amanda looked very grown up, a young woman.

			“No,” said Eloise. Eloise had thought that she might cry today. But no. Tears came at odd times, not when you expected. Grief was not linear. It came and went in unpredictable ways.

			“But I think I can forgive him. Someday,” she said.

			“When you do that,” said Eloise. “You’ll feel better.”

			“I guess,” said Amanda, unconvinced.

			Eloise rested her hand on her daughter’s thigh. Amanda put her hands on top of her mother’s.

			Amanda had released some of her rage. At least she didn’t hate Eloise quite as much. She’d apologized for blaming Eloise, even for just a little while. Amanda knew it was wrong. But there were no apologies necessary. Eloise blamed herself enough for both of them, even though she knew it was wrong to do so. The voice that wasn’t a voice had told her that. We all have our time and our design. There are no accidents. And no one is to blame.

			At home, the reporters waited, a throng that only seemed to grow. They parked their cars in the driveway. Amanda and Eloise waved politely as they walked easily up the path to the porch.

			How do you feel today? Do you think Croft got what he deserved? Why did you speak for leniency? How would your husband have reacted to the verdict? What is your life like now?

			Neither Eloise nor Amanda said a word, just pushed in through the front door and closed it behind them. There was nothing to say to anyone, least of all reporters—a pack of hyenas waiting to scavenge the dead. But, she supposed, even hyenas had to eat.

			Amanda had picked up the paper on the way in, laid it flat on the kitchen table. The Hollows News and Gazette announced in its front-page headline that the murder trial of Tommy Delano, the mechanic’s son who had murdered Sarah, would begin next week. He had seen Sarah for the first time when her parents brought their car in for repair. He had watched her when he went to the school to work on the buses, as per his father’s contract with the district. He had watched her and watched her. And when he had his opportunity, he killed her, violated and mutilated her corpse. He kept his trophies in a box, a red barrette, her panties, her heart-shaped locket. Or so the accusations stated.

			Eloise knew Tommy didn’t kill Sarah. In fact, it had been an accident of circumstance. She had told as much to Ray Muldune. And Tommy, too, pleaded his innocence on that count. But no one believed either one of them—not the so-called psychic, not the man with pictures of girls and a dead girl’s underpants under his bed. And all the evidence pointed to Tommy. It was up to a jury to decide the truth now.

			Would justice be served? No, Tommy didn’t murder Sarah. But he was months away from murdering another girl. One who would now, because of what Eloise had done, live and go on to help a great many people. Or so the voice that wasn’t a voice told her. Justice, it promised, will be served in other, more significant, ways.

			Eloise wasn’t sure she believed it. But what did she know?

			She decided that it was a good afternoon to clear out the garden in the backyard. The perennials needed trimming, the annuals to get pulled up, the soil turning. She had neglected the garden badly, like so many things since the accident. Amanda reluctantly helped pull weeds for a little while, but then she lost interest and Eloise let her go inside and watch television. It was awhile of being out there alone before Eloise was aware of it, how strange was the rustling of the wind through the trees.

			She stopped what she was doing and pulled herself up from her gardener’s crouch, stretched out her aching lower back, and listened. The leaves were dancing in the wind that had picked up. And underneath the current of that sound she heard the distinct sound of whispering. Low and musical, eternal, a million voices telling their stories to the sky. She stood there awhile, letting the sound of it wash over her. She knew that she had never heard it before, but that it had been there all along, like a radio station she’d never been able to receive. There was something deeply sad and also joyful, a symphony of all the myriad notes of lives lived. Once Eloise heard it, she couldn’t stop listening. It was mesmerizing, a siren song. What rocks would it crash her upon?

			“Mom?”

			Emily was standing over by the rosebush Eloise had just trimmed back. “Mom, do you hear it?”

			Emily was wearing the dress she’d worn to her first communion. It was a white, lacey thing that they’d had to wrestle her into. She complained the whole day about how it itched, and she’d torn it off and thrown it to the floor the minute she was allowed to change. But she looked like an angel while she wore it. Even frowning and fidgeting, she was the most beautiful creature.

			“The whispers?” asked Eloise. Oh, she wanted to take that girl in her arms. It was a deep and powerful ache, but she kept her distance.

			Emily nodded sagely. “Yes,” she said. “The Whispers. Not everyone can hear them, you know.”

			“What am I supposed to do?” Eloise asked. She didn’t mean to sound sad and peevish, helpless. But she did. And she didn’t mean just about The Whispers. She meant everything. “Emily, tell me. What am I supposed to do?”

			Emily smiled—her funny, crooked, one that was always just for Eloise.

			“All you have to do is listen.”

			Then she turned and left soundlessly through the garden gate. Eloise didn’t call after her. She just let her lovely lost girl go.
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			prologue

			As I pulled up the long drive, deep potholes and crunching gravel beneath my wheels, towering pines above me, I was neither moved by the natural beauty nor stilled inside by the quietude. I did not marvel at the fingers of light spearing through the canopy, dappling the ground. I did not admire the frolicking larks or the scampering squirrels for their carefree existence. No. In fact, it all made me sick. There was a scream of protest lodged at the base of my throat, and it had been sitting there for the better part of a year. When it finally escaped—and I wasn’t sure when that might be—I knew it would be a roar to shake the world to its core.

			It was supposed to have been an auspicious year for me. According to all the astrological predictions—if you believe in that kind of thing—I was to have found security at home, success at work—rewards for all my labors. Megan, the sweet and willowy girl of my dreams—the kind of girl who asked the universe for what we needed, and who dwelled “in a place of gratitude,” and who regularly walked around burning sage and whispering her good thoughts—was no match for the tide of shit that was headed our way.

			I should have told her not to bother. Part of me knew that I was only keeping it all at bay—the darkness, the bad luck, the ugly turn of circumstance, the destroyer waiting in the shadows. But I wanted to believe in her, in us. And for a time I did. Maybe it was all worth it, everything that followed, for the moment in which I was able to live in the sun with her. But now that moment makes the dark seem so much deeper, so much less penetrable by any kind of light.

			I snaked along the winding, narrow path in my banged-up old Scout, steeling myself for the sight of the house, which waited just around the next bend. It shouldn’t have even been there. I’d finally scheduled it for demolition; should have done so long ago.

			Megan and I talked about building our dream home in its place. Or rather she talked about it, and I made noncommittal noises. I might have known the house wouldn’t allow itself to be destroyed. In fact, maybe that was where I’d gone too far into my new life. It was one thing to move on. It was quite another to try to level the past, to pave it over and build it back as you would like it. That wasn’t allowed. Not for me.

			And then there it was, as rickety as it was defiant. As fragile as it was indestructible—shutters askew, siding faded and slipping, yard overgrown, porch sagging. As I turned a hard corner with the mean winter sun setting behind me, it rose into view, looked bigger than it had a right to be. The sky behind it was orange and black, the trees dark slashes against the gloaming.

			Oh, Meg had plans for this place—our country home, just a few short hours from the city. It was to be our retreat, a place where I would write far from the distractions and temptations of our urban life. No, we wouldn’t have wireless up here. It would have been our place to unplug. But those were her plans, not mine. As far as I was concerned, self-immolation was a more desirable option.

			As I came to a stop, the whole place seemed to vibrate with malicious glee. The scream dropped into my belly and became a hard ache in my gut as I climbed out of the truck. How is it possible that I am back here? I asked myself. A place I fled, vowing never to return. Now it’s the only place I have left. Megan would have something to say, like: It’s the universe forcing you to confront the thing you dreaded most. It’s taken everything from you because that’s how important this is. What lesson is it asking you to learn? In fact, that’s precisely what she had said.

			Man, I ached to hear that bright and positive voice, to hear that vibration of love and confidence. But now, when I called her, I only got the clipped and professional tone she’d used for her voice mail. I’m not available at the moment. Please leave a message. She wasn’t answering my calls. I left long rambling messages; I wasn’t even sure she listened to them. Her last words to me:

			We don’t have anything left to discuss, Ian. Don’t call me until something changes.

			I don’t know what that means, I pleaded.

			But there was an expression she wore when she looked at me now—sad, disappointed, and angry. And that look was the only answer she gave me before she left me on our bench in Central Park by the Alice in Wonderland statue. It was the first place we’d kissed, and the last place I’d seen her. I watched her walk away, huddled into herself against the cold. She moved quickly past a little girl who was chasing a boy around the circle. The boy was crying but the girl was laughing, oblivious or indifferent to the fact that the game was frightening him.

			I think I called Megan’s name, because the children stopped and looked at me, both of them staring with mouths formed in perfect O’s of surprise. Their nanny hurried over and shuttled them away from me, casting a disapproving look in my direction. But maybe I didn’t say her name. Maybe I said something else. Whatever it was I said, or yelled, Megan hadn’t stopped. She moved faster as if she was afraid, as if she couldn’t wait to be away from me. Why was she afraid of me? How could she be? I had watched until she was absorbed into the throbbing crowd of New Yorkers shuttling through the park on their various ways to various important things.

			Now the thud of the hatch closing reverberated like a gunshot in the silence. I had one large black duffel bag, my leather art portfolio, my supply box. I slung the bag over my shoulder and left the portfolio and art supplies for later. The air was frigid, my bare hands raw and painful from just a few moments of exposure.

			Then I turned to face the house. For the first time I noticed that lights were burning inside—one upstairs in my old bedroom and one downstairs in the small living room. Outside, darkness had fallen completely and suddenly like a shroud. There was movement inside and I wasn’t in the least surprised. I wasn’t angry or afraid, though I should have been both.

			This was it. Rock bottom. The way I saw it, I could lie down, a pile of shattered bones, until I slowly bled out, fading into a blissful, delicious nothingness. Or I could pull myself up, one broken limb at a time, and fight my way back to Megan, to the life we were trying to build, to the child that was growing inside her. The decision wasn’t as easy as you might think. When the darkness calls, it’s a siren song—magical, hypnotic, and nearly impossible to resist. You want to go. It’s so easy to do the wrong thing, the bad thing. All you have to do is give in.

			On the front step, I could smell her, that mingling of perfume and cigarette smoke and something else. A helix of fury and desire twisted in my belly as I pushed through the door. And she stood there, as wild and beautiful as she had always been—her hair a riot of white and gold and copper, her linen skin, her eyes the moonstone blue of terrible secrets. Priss. She took the stance of victory, legs apart, arms akimbo, a slight smile turning up the corners of her mouth. I almost laughed. I let the door slam behind me.

			“Hello, Priss.” My voice didn’t sound right. It sounded weak, had the tenor of defeat. She heard it. Of course she did. And her smile deepened.

			“Welcome home, asshole.”

		

	
		
			PART ONE:

			there was a little girl

		

	
		
			1

			It was the garbage truck that woke me. Rumbling, beeping down Lispenard Street. It crashed over the metal plate in the road, creating a mind-shatteringly loud concussive boom. And with my sudden, unwanted wakefulness came the waves of nausea, the blinding pain behind the eyes. I emerged jaggedly into the land of the living, rolled out of bed, and stumbled through my loft to the bathroom. Gripping the sink, I peered at myself in the mirror—three days since my last shave, my hair a wild dark tangle, blue shiners of fatigue, my skin pale as the porcelain bowl I’d soon be hugging. Not looking good.

			“Oh God,” I said.

			But the words barely escaped before the world tilted and I dove for the toilet, where the wretched contents of my belly exited with force, leaving only an acidic burn in my gullet.

			I slid down to the ground. On the blessedly cool tile floor, I tried to piece together the events of last night. But there was nothing, just a gaping hole in my memory. I should have been alarmed that I had absolutely no recall of the previous evening. You probably would have been, right? But, sadly, that was the normal state of things. I know what you’re thinking: What a loser.

			Loser. Weirdo. Queer. Douchebag. Freak. Shitbag. Fugly. Tool. And my personal favorite: Fatboy. Yes, I have been called all of these things in my life. I have been shunned, beaten, bullied. I have been ignored, tortured, teased, and taunted. My middle school and high school life were the typical misery of the misfit, though mine had an especially sharp edge because I was feared as well as hated. And so my punishments were brutal. I barely survived my adolescence. In fact, I barely survived my early childhood. I might not have survived either if it hadn’t been for Priss.

			Of course, it wasn’t just Priss who helped me through. My mother did love me, though it seems odd to say that now. I think that’s truly what saved me, what kept me from turning into a raving lunatic—though some people think I’m just that. My mom was the kind of mother who spent time; she wasn’t just going through the motions of caregiving. All those hours with her reading to me, drawing with me, doing puzzles, looking up the answers to my endless questions in big books in the library—they have stayed with me. They have formed me. She loved stories, and she made up endless tales on the fly—the monster who was afraid of cake, the fairy who couldn’t find her magic, the butterflies that carried children off to dreamland. And she was a painter, a deep and compelling artist.

			She gave those things to me, and that’s what I kept after she and my sister were gone. I took solace in those gifts in my bleakest moments. Everyone else forgot those things about her in the wake of her final deeds. But I never did. She only exists for me as she was in those times before my sister was born—when we were all happy and nothing ugly had leaked into our lives. And when I hadn’t yet met Priss, who would change everything for me. For good or bad, it’s impossible to say.

			Of course, I wasn’t thinking about any of that as I lifted myself off the floor and stumbled back to bed. The sun was high in the sky, too high for anyone my age to still be buried under the covers. Unpleasantly bright and sunny, the room was spinning and pitching like a carnival ride. I couldn’t have gotten up if I wanted to.

			•    •    •

			I wasn’t Fatboy anymore. I shed all that extra weight when I came to New York City on an art scholarship. I started running, and boxing at a crappy gym on Avenue D. I got a cool haircut and grew a goatee. When I look in the mirror today (okay, not today exactly), the angry, unhappy kid I used to be—he’s nowhere to be found. And the town where I grew up, that sad boy, that shitty life—I shed it like I did my old clothes that no longer fit, that hung off me like an old skin. I stuffed it all into a big plastic bag and shoved it down the trash chute. Good-bye. It was that easy. It really was. At least it was for me.

			Now, in some circles, I’m the shiznay. My graphic novel series, Fatboy and Priss, is what they call a cult hit—not a mainstream success, necessarily, but something that every geek and weirdo, every comic book and graphic novel freak in the country knows about. I live in a loft in Tribeca, which is also my studio. (Read: I’m rich, suckas! Okay, well, I rent. I’ll own when the movie deal comes through and my agent says that should be any time now.) I publish a book a year, which I write and illustrate. I’m working on a novel. There’s an option for film. At Comic Con, I’m mobbed. Oh, the geek boys, they love me. They stand in long, snaking lines with their carefully maintained copies of my graphic novels, waiting for my signature.

			Of course, it’s not me that they care about it, or even Fatboy. It’s Priss. She is every boy’s wet dream—with her wild hair and huge breasts, her impossibly narrow waist and her long, shapely legs. How my hands love drawing her, how I love putting the blue in her eyes, sketching the valentine curve of her ass. Priss loves Fatboy in spite of his many flaws. And she kicks ass, while Fatboy is a wuss, sensitive and artistic but weak. Priss is a powerhouse—she fears nothing and her wrath is a force to be reckoned with. No one messes with Fatboy, or they answer to her. It’s Fatboy and Priss against the world.

			Is she real? Is there a real Priss? they want to know.

			Of course, I tell them.

			Where is she, dude?

			It’s a secret, I say. And they don’t know if I’m messing with them or not, but they laugh, give me a knowing wink. Even though they know nothing. Priss is a mystery. Even I can’t quite figure her out.

			On that day, the day I met Megan, I hadn’t seen Priss in a while. Priss and I had been slowly drifting apart—spending less time together, getting into less trouble. You know how it is with your childhood friends. You reach an awkward point in your relationship where you’ve gone in different directions or are starting to. You start to judge each other maybe, agree less, and bicker more. Priss still wanted to raise hell, get drunk or high, get wild. But I had responsibilities, deadlines, meetings.

			Still, I looked at her face every day on my drawing table. It was an intimate relationship, my hands always on her, my mind always on her—but that was just on paper, the version of her that lived and breathed within the panels of my books. For Fatboy, she was lover, avenger, and friend. Once upon a time she was all those things for me as well. Somehow, somewhere along the line, for me the real Priss and the one on the page had kind of morphed into one.

			The truth was that the more I had of her in ink, the less I wanted or needed her in life. I was okay with that, because my relationship with Priss has always been complicated—really complicated—and not always pretty. Like everything in life, she was easier to deal with on the page.

			“You don’t own me,” she said during one of our last conversation-slash-arguments. “Just because you put me in these neat little boxes, have me saying and doing what you want, you think you do. But that’s not me.”

			“I know that,” I told her.

			“Do you?”

			•    •    •

			I think what I liked about Megan, the first of many things I liked, was that she was nothing at all like Priss. And I mean nothing—not physically, not energetically. Megan was the good girl, the nice one, the one you took home to your parents. Well, not my parents. My father is dead, and my mother, Miriam, is, shall we say, indisposed. But one’s parents. She was the woman who would take care of your children, take care of you. There aren’t many of them, these types of girls. When you see one, you better be smart enough to recognize her. Lucky for me, I was.

			By four o’clock, my blinding, take-me-to-the-emergency-room hangover was starting to abate. In the sundry bargains I’d made with God that day, I’d sworn off booze, pot, blowing deadlines, and being mean to people who didn’t deserve it. I’d done penance on the marble floor of my extraordinary bathroom, clinging to its cool, white surfaces, moaning. I’d made Technicolor offerings to my low-flow toilet. And a wobbly redemption was mine. The pain, the nausea, the misery had faded, and my body was looking for nourishment of the greasiest kind.

			The late afternoon light was still impossibly bright, the traffic noise deafening, as I went uptown for the only thing that could save me: a burger, fries, and malt from the Shake Shack in Madison Square Park. I waited on the eternal line, bleary and tilting, and finally made my way to the park bench near the playground to eat.

			I liked watching them, those children of privilege, those New York City angels who see their high-powered parents for approximately three hours a day. They are coiffed and impeccably dressed, already wearing the blank expression of entitlement and neglect. They are tended to by nannies of various shapes and colors who always seem mindful that the children are, at once, their charges and their employers. An odd line to walk, I always thought. How terrible for all of them. Children don’t want power; they can’t handle it. And while I watched this frightful dynamic play out on little stages throughout the park—a tantrum on the jungle gym, a struggle over swings, a child weeping on the slide while her nanny chatted with another nanny, back turned, oblivious—I saw Megan.

			She was not the kind of girl I’d usually notice. Typical of the Fatboy turned fairly-decent-looking-moderately-successful guy, my tastes ran to the cheap and flashy. I liked a blonde, one who wasn’t afraid to show a little skin, wear leather and denim, sport heels high and spiky, painted nails, glossy lips. You know, strippers. Other than Priss, I’d never really had a woman in my life, not a relationship per se. And Priss didn’t really count, for all sorts of reasons.

			Megan’s glossy brown hair was struggling free of its stubby ponytail as she wiped the nose of a towheaded boy. She had a scrubbed-clean look to her, not a drop of makeup. Her black ballet flats were scuffed and worn. Her jeans had dirt on the knees. And yet a kind of innocent, peaceful beauty lit up her features.

			“Are you okay?” she said to the little boy, who was crying in a soft, not-too-bratty way. And her voice was so gentle, so full of caring that it lifted me out of myself. I don’t think anyone other than my mother had ever talked to me so sweetly. I longed to be that little boy in her care. No, I wanted to tell her. I’m not okay. Can you help me?

			“Want to go home and get cozy?” she asked the little boy. “Are you tired?”

			“Yeah,” he said, looking up at her with big eyes. Milking it. And I knew just how he felt. It’s so nice—and so very rare—when someone understands how you feel.

			“Your mom will be home soon,” she said. “We need to get dinner ready anyway.”

			I watched her gather up his little backpack and put him in his stroller. Her face, somehow pale and bright, somehow sweet and smart, somehow kind and strong, was the prettiest face I’d ever seen. But of course there was something else there, too. It wasn’t all light. Wasn’t there also a bit of shadow? A dark dancer moving beneath the surface? Yes, there was just a shade of something sad.

			I started thinking about how to draw her, how I’d capture all the things I saw in just those few moments that our lives intersected. Faces are so hard because they are more than lines and shadows. They are about light, but a light that comes from inside and shines out.

			So badly did I want to see her face again that—I am embarrassed to say—I followed her up Park Avenue South to a Murray Hill brownstone. I watched from the corner as she took the little boy out of his stroller, folded it up, and carried them both inside. The light was dim by then; it had turned to evening, the wintery afternoon gold fading to milky gray.

			The artist wants to capture everything beautiful and make it his own. There is such a hunger for that. I went home and tried to draw her that night. But I couldn’t get her; she eluded me. And so I had to chase.

			They went to the park every day. And every day I was there, unbeknownst to them, finding a perch outside the playground that was close enough to watch her and just far away not to arouse any suspicion. Because that’s what people love: a weird-looking single guy with no kids lingering around a park where children are playing.

			But on the third day, she saw me. I saw her see me. She looked at the boy—his name was Toby. Then she said something to another young woman, a gorgeous supermodel of a nanny with café au lait skin and dark kinky hair beneath a red kerchief. That other one had a stare like a cattle prod and she turned it on me. Men had writhed in agony beneath that stare; I was certain of it. They’d liked it a little, too, I bet.

			Then I was getting up and walking away, trying not to look like a caught stalker running for my life. I heard the clang of the playground gate, and her voice slicing over the traffic noise, the kids yelling, laughing, a siren fading down Broadway:

			“Hey,” she called. “Hey! Excuse me!”

			I thought about running; I really did. But imagine what a freak, a coward I would have been if I did that. I could never go back. I’d never see her again. And I was still trying to get her face right. All that light, and that subtle shadow, too—was it worry, anxiety, maybe even a tendency toward depression? I still didn’t have her on the page. So I stopped and turned around.

			She was scared and mad, her eyebrows arched, her mouth pulled tight. All the other nannies were watching us from the playground fence, moving close together, staring like an angry line of lionesses against the hyena eyeing their adopted cubs.

			“Hey,” she said. “Are you following us?”

			“Uh,” I said. I looked up at the sky, then down at the silver-green-purple pigeon strutting near my foot. He cooed, mocking me. “No. No. Of course not.”

			She did a funny thing with her body. She wasn’t quite squared off with me; she tilted herself away, ready to run if she needed to, back to the safety of the playground. “This is the third day I’ve seen you here.”

			I held up the Shake Shack bag, offered a little shrug. I didn’t have to try to look sheepish and embarrassed. I was.

			“I eat here on my break,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

			“Oh,” she said. She deflated a little, drew in a deep breath. “Oh. Okay.”

			Woop, woop, said the police car on Madison, trying to push its way through traffic. Woop.

			Was she going to apologize? I wondered. If I were writing her, what would I have her do? I’d like to get that little wiggle in her eyebrows, that tightness of uncertainty around her eyes, the just-barely-there embarrassed smile. It’s all those little muscles under the skin; they dance in response to limbic impulses we can’t control. It’s their subtle shifting and moving that make expression.

			“It’s just something you have to look out for, you know?” she said. She looked back at the playground and gave a little wave. The tension dissipated, the line blurring, the nannies began talking among themselves. “When you watch kids at the playground. Especially here in the city.”

			I nodded. “Yeah,” I said. “I get it. No worries.”

			“Okay.”

			Nope. She wasn’t going to say she was sorry. Because she didn’t believe me. She knew I wasn’t there on my break. But she also knew I wasn’t stalking the kids. She started moving back toward the playground. I saw Toby looking at her through the fence.

			“Meggie,” he called. “What’s wrong?”

			“I’m okay, Toby,” she said. “Go play. I’m watching you.”

			She started moving away, going back to him. I didn’t want her to.

			“I saw you a couple of days ago,” I admitted. It just kind of came out.

			She turned back, and I came a step closer. She didn’t back up. I looked up at the sky again, the bare branches, the little brown birds watching us. “I think you’re the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen. I’ve been looking for a chance to talk to you.”

			I’ve never been much good at anything but total honesty. Sometimes it works for you. Then I saw it: a brief, reluctant smile. And I knew I wasn’t sunk—yet. I tried to remember that I wasn’t the loser kid on the school playground. I wasn’t Fatboy anymore. I was okay to look at; I had money. She could like me. Why not?

			“Really,” she said flatly. She looked down at her outfit, another winner—faded jeans, a stained white button-down, a puffy parka with a fur-lined hood, scuffed Ugg boots. She gave me a half-amused, half-flattered look.

			“Really,” I said.

			I could see her scanning through a list of replies. Finally: “That’s the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me.”

			I was sure that wasn’t true. She looked like the kind of girl to whom people said nice things all the time.

			“There’s more where that came from,” I said. I went for a kind of faux-smarmy thing. And this time she smiled for real.

			“Meeegaaaan,” called Toby, whiny, annoyed.

			She backed away again toward the playground, blushing in a really sweet way.

			“Want to get a coffee?” I asked.

			“Uh,” she said. “I don’t know. This is weird.”

			I waited, still thinking to myself: I’m okay. Chicks dig me. I get laid with some frequency. I don’t always pay for it. I’m not a stalker.

			“When?” she asked, still moving backward.

			“Tonight,” I said. “What time do you get off?”

			I couldn’t let her go without making her agree to see me again. I knew what would happen if she had too much time to think about it. Because I could already tell what kind of girl she was.

			She came from money; she had nice, concerned parents probably living somewhere close by. How did I know this? There’s a way a woman carries herself, a shine, an inner cleanliness, when she comes from love and privilege. It takes a certain amount of confidence to walk around Manhattan looking like a bit of a mess. She was pretty, probably smoking hot underneath those baggy clothes. She could have shown it off like every other beautiful girl in the city. But she didn’t need to; she didn’t care who was looking. You have to feel really good about yourself to look like shit when you don’t have to. And you don’t feel that way, not ever, unless your parents told you and showed you how special you are. That’s how I knew.

			If she had too much time to think about me, about our encounter, if she told her best friend, her employer, or God forbid her mom, they’d talk her out of seeing me again. Maybe tomorrow she’d decide it was better to go to another park for a while.

			“Seven,” she said. “I get off at seven.”

			“Meet me here at seven, then. Seven fifteen.”

			“Maybe,” she said. She moved an errant strand of hair away from her eyes. “I don’t know.”

			“I’ll wait.”

			“I don’t know,” she said again. And that time it sounded more like a no.

			She was gone then, disappeared behind the playground gate. And I turned around, leaving quickly. I knew as I walked downtown that if she didn’t come back at seven that night, I might not see her again.

			•    •    •

			“Why did you come back?” I would ask her much later.

			“Because I felt sorry for you,” she said. She gave me a kind of sympathetic smile, a light touch to the face. “You looked like a person who needed something.”

			“I was needy? That’s why you came back—not because I was hot or charming or magnetic? Not because you wanted me?”

			“No. Sorry.” Then that laugh, a little-girl giggle that always made me laugh, too.

			“I did need something,” I said. I ran my hand along the swell of her naked hip. “I needed you. I needed this life.”

			“Aw,” she said. “And I came back because you were sweet. I could see that you were really, really sweet.”

			But I didn’t make it back to the park that night at seven. Guess why.

			Priss.
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