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WELCOME TO THE HOLLOWS

By Lisa Unger

When I first started writing about The Hollows, I didn’t think very much of it. It was the fictional setting for my 2010 novel Fragile, nestled someplace “up North.” It was near New York City geographically, but far from it in every other way. I envisioned it as a smallish town, the kind of place where “everyone knows everyone”—or thinks they do. It was a semi-rural, semi-suburban dot on the map with a long history, similar in some ways to the town in New Jersey where I grew up. But it wasn’t that place. Not at all.

During the writing of Fragile, The Hollows started to assert itself. It wasn’t content to be just a backdrop. Originally, I thought that the kind of story I was telling, one about small-town people with big secrets, could have been told anywhere. But much in the same way characters reveal themselves little by little as a story progresses, so it was with The Hollows. It had a personality, an agenda. It didn’t like secrets; it seemed to encourage paths to cross. And it was home to a psychic named Eloise Montgomery. It wasn’t the backdrop to a story, after all; The Hollows was a character.

Sometimes I meet a character as I’m writing and he or she stays with me long after I finish a manuscript. I find myself thinking about that person even after the story has ended, entertaining a parade of questions and wonderings. I want to know more about her journey—what happens next? Or what happened before to make him so . . . strange, stubborn, twisted? So it was with The Hollows. Even after it was time for me to leave, I found I couldn’t go.

I couldn’t stop thinking about the strange little upstate New York burg, about Eloise Montgomery, and about Jones Cooper, the cop turned PI who reluctantly becomes Eloise’s sometimes partner. So I kept writing about them, next in Darkness, My Old Friend. Then in In the Blood and Crazy Love You. Though it’s not a series, exactly, those books are chain-linked by place and by people.

When I had a chance to explore Eloise in a series of short stories, I jumped at it. What evolved were three parts of what I now see as a novella, all collected here in this edition for the first time. The first, “The Whispers,” starts before the story of Fragile begins. The second, “The Burning Girl,” comes right before Crazy Love You. And the last, “The Three Sisters,” introduces Eloise’s granddaughter Finley Montgomery, who has her own book, Ink and Bone, soon to be published. I’m not sure why the story of The Hollows revealed itself to me this way—through novels and short stories, each separate and yet still somehow woven around each other. But who am I to argue? I’m just the writer.

I recently spoke to a book group who had read Crazy Love You together. During this conversation, The Hollows came up as it often does in book discussions, and a longtime reader said, “To me, The Hollows is a symbol of the Universe. My question is, does The Hollows act more upon the characters or do the characters more influence The Hollows?”

This question touches on not only the question of what The Hollows is but also, in some sense, how I see life. The Hollows has an endless number of shades and layers, and it shows various parts of itself to everyone. It’s something unique for everyone who visits. And each novel that takes place there is its own special universe. The Hollows, like life, is someplace different for Jones Cooper than it is for Eloise Montgomery than it is for Ian Paine in Crazy Love You.

All these characters see what they want to see in the place, and they all take away a distinctive experience. Jones, who is a very practical, feet-on-the-ground type of guy, views The Hollows as he would view any other place. It’s the town where he grew up, where he has always been known as first the local sports star and heartthrob, then later as the town cop. Even when The Hollows conspires audaciously to reveal his secrets, he never sees it as anything else but the town where he has lived all his life and will most likely not leave.

Someone like Ian Paine—troubled, addicted, sensitive—is having another experience yet again. Not as grounded as Jones, and yet not as  in touch as Eloise, his relationship with The Hollows is a struggle. He fights to get away. And The Hollows fights back.

On the other hand, Eloise sees—and hears—a totally other layer, something beyond the buildings and trees. The Hollows talks to her. She hears voices that she thinks of as the Whispers, a chorus of all the secrets, pains, joys, hopes and sorrows of the people connected to The Hollows. She, too, has her place there, and will likely not leave. But, unlike Jones and Ian, she doesn’t imagine she has a choice in the matter.

So it’s Eloise, then, who is the most canny tour guide to The Hollows. She listens; she doesn’t judge. She doesn’t fight. She has learned the hardest lesson of life: that we do what we can with our various abilities and, when we’ve exhausted our resources, we seek to let go. So it makes sense that she is the one to shine the way through this novella.

Like life, The Hollows is exactly what you expect it to be, exactly what you put into it—and yet there are many elements that are totally out of your control. So that’s the long answer to my reader’s question. The short answer is: both. The people who dwell in The Hollows act upon it, as much as it impacts them, each in their own special way.

The parts of this novella were originally published as three separate e-original short stories. But they really belong together like this, a kind of triptych spanning thirty years in the life of Eloise Montgomery and her extraordinary journey. As you follow Eloise through the winding passages of this story and into the one that follows them, Ink and Bone (due out in hardcover June 2016), I hope you’ll enjoy your journey, too. Welcome to The Hollows.



THE WHISPERS




		
			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.

		

	
		THE BURNING GIRL

	
		
			There was a small, angry girl sitting on Eloise Montgomery’s couch. The girl had a wild mop of tangled hair, was thin as a wisp. She had about her the look of neglect—dirt under her nails, the hem falling on her dress. She smelled of smoke—not cigarette smoke, but of things destroyed by fire. Eloise ignored her, because there was something different about this one. Maybe it was the rage—which was electric. Eloise could feel it as she pushed the vacuum around the living room, looking at the girl out of the corner of her eye.

			“Try to stay away from the angry ones,” Agatha had warned her. “And those seeking revenge. They’ll shred you.”

			Eloise often found Agatha’s advice difficult to follow. Maybe Agatha was tougher than Eloise, more in control of her abilities. Because Eloise hadn’t been able to turn away anyone yet, not in ten going on eleven years of Listening, as she’d come to think of it. Though it was more than that, of course. More than Listening.

			“The dead have no regard for us at all.” More words of wisdom from Agatha Cross—psychic medium, mentor, friend. Agatha was a little bitter about the whole psychic thing and didn’t mind admitting it to Eloise. “We must protect ourselves from them. Or they’ll use us right up.”

			Eloise got what Agatha was saying, but it didn’t ring quite true to her experience. There was more to it than that, wasn’t there? She didn’t know what exactly, but it was more than them showing up with their demands. There was another layer.

			Eloise moved from vacuuming to dusting. From the end table, she picked up a picture of her daughter Amanda and her grandchildren, Alfie and Finley, who were living in Seattle.

			Just looking at the photo made her heart clench. Eloise loved her daughter, and she knew that Amanda loved her, too. They weren’t estranged, exactly. It was just that Amanda wanted to be as far away from Eloise and her “abilities” as she could possibly get. And she didn’t want her children to be exposed to it at all. Eloise could understand all that. But still, it was an ache in her chest. One of many. Eloise could help her visitors with their problems. But she couldn’t help herself, it seemed.

			The girl was smoldering.

			“What’s your name?” Eloise asked. Most of them didn’t talk to her. But she had a sense that this one wanted to be known. She had a flare for the dramatic.

			You can call her The Burning Girl, the voice said. That voice in her head that wasn’t a voice. She’ll be around for a while.

			The girl’s hair had turned to flames, and her skin glowed as if there were embers burning inside her. Eloise tried to look away, but the girl’s fury was magnetic, her mouth opened in a silent scream.

			Eloise put the photo down and backed away, trying to keep herself from disappearing down the black maw of the girl’s throat.

			Agatha had instructed Eloise to make her mind hard like a concrete wall when she didn’t want to get pulled into someone’s thrall. But Eloise hadn’t mastered that trick yet. And then Eloise was gone, sucked away like water down a drain.

			• • •

			The room Eloise found herself in was dark, lit only by the moonlight washing in through the pane glass window. The girl wasn’t burning now. She was small and sweet like any child. There was another bed beside hers, where a younger child slept peacefully, breathing even, mouth agape.

			The Burning Girl lay awake, waiting. Eloise felt how her throat was dry, how her heart was pumping with fear; she could feel the girl’s tension. She held her body in a tight ball, all the muscles clenched. She was listening for footsteps in the hall. The girl knew he would come for her and that there was nothing she could do but lie silently until it was over. Eloise sensed all of this, though she was powerless to do anything but bear witness.

			Except for a baby sister, The Burning Girl was alone in this world. Her father had died, and her mother was a shell of a person, barely able to care for herself. Eloise understood these things because she was inside the girl, without being inside her. She was beside her, without being beside. She was there, and she wasn’t. It was an imprecise experience, amorphous and changeable.

			Eloise felt the steady pulse of the girl’s anxiety, but also an enormous swelling anger. The girl was young to be so filled with rage. Eloise wasn’t used to it. Her own capacity for ire was low; it didn’t fit in her body, made her sick when it came to call. But some people embraced it, gave it a home inside their hearts. They let it grow and get stronger. This girl was one of those.

			Eloise looked around the room. Agatha had taught her how to do this, to be lucid in her visions and gather clues. The faster you can figure out what they want, the faster you can be rid of them. The floors were bare, unfinished wood. The light on the table between the two beds was a gas lamp. There were two desks, some books. Two handmade dolls rested on a simple shelf. There was a rocking chair with a knitted blanket hanging over the top. There were no outlets, no vents. This girl had clearly lived a long time ago. This was a first. Eloise had never gone back in time before, not this far.

			She heard it then, the sound of footsteps in the hall. A little whimper escaped from the girl, a sound so helpless and afraid that Eloise turned to fend off whoever was coming. But, of course, that wasn’t possible. Eloise was as helpless as a shadow.

			The girl sat up in her bed, her face pale and slack, her sky-blue eyes shining in the moonlight. How old was she? Maybe nine or ten, on the cusp of adolescence. A beauty with delicate features, a fine, thin nose, and rose-petal lips. Eloise thought of Amanda and how when she was flowering into her prettiness, the sight of her swelling hips and blossoming breasts used to fill Eloise with fear. How do I protect her? Eloise used to worry. The sad answer was that you don’t. You can’t protect them, not really, though you’d die trying. You try to teach them how to protect themselves and hope that is enough. It often isn’t.

			The footsteps grew louder and then came to a stop. Eloise and the girl both stared at the door. The smaller child turned in her bed, issuing a soft groan. Outside, the moon moved behind the clouds, extinguishing the scant light.

			“Goawaygoawaygoawaygoaway,” the girl whispered, soft and low like a chant. “Goaway.”

			But the knob turned softly, and the door drifted open. Eloise watched as long, thick fingers snaked into view. Terror filled the room with its vibrations, and Eloise felt it in her bones like a dentist’s drill. She couldn’t just stand there.

			She ran to the door and pushed it closed hard, used her body to hold it closed against whoever was trying to push his way in. There was a loud knocking that grew louder, more insistent, urgent. She wasn’t going to let him in. She wouldn’t let him hurt The Burning Girl, who wept silently on her bed.

			“Eloise!”

			She came back to herself on the foyer floor, her body resting against her own front door. Someone was knocking, actually trying to push the door open.

			“Eloise,” said Ray Muldune. “What’s blocking the door?”

			“Hold on a minute,” she said, pulling herself to her feet. She was confronted by the sight of a haggard and disoriented-looking old woman. Someone too thin, someone haunted and wasting. It took her a millisecond to realize with dismay that she was looking in the mirror that hung on the wall over the long table covered with photographs.

			“Christ,” she said to herself. She’d never been beautiful, but she was really starting to look like hell. She was turning into a crone like Agatha, who was eighty years old if she was a day.

			She opened the door for Ray, and he stepped inside. She ran her hands self-consciously through her hair. But he wasn’t looking too great himself. He’d been drinking too much, eating nothing but garbage. We are letting this thing eat us alive, Eloise thought but didn’t say. It was ruining both of them.

			Agatha had warned her. They’ll take everything if you let them. Everything from you and everything from those involved with you. Eloise knew it was true; it was why she didn’t fight to stay closer to Finley, Alfie, and Amanda. It was why she kept trying to push Ray away. Let them save themselves, she thought. They deserve to be happy.

			But Ray wouldn’t budge from her. She couldn’t quite figure out what was in all of this for him. It couldn’t just be the money. No, it was something more. She should know, but she didn’t—probably because he didn’t know himself. And she hadn’t been able to bring herself to ask.

			“What happened?” he asked.

			He walked over to her and put an arm around her shoulder, ushered her to the couch in the living room where she gratefully sat. The events, the visions, were taking more out of her lately.

			Eloise tried to get back into the present the way Agatha had taught her, though she still felt wobbly and light-headed. She needed to ground herself in the moment by observing the details of the real world: the sun washed in and dappled the floor; outside, the wind chimes sang in the breeze; sheets billowed on the line. She watched them fill and flap as Ray went presumably to get her some water.

			“I don’t know,” she called after him. He’d asked his question a while ago. But she was just getting around to answering. “Nothing current.”

			He made an affirming noise from the kitchen. Since retiring from The Hollows Police Department, Ray had opened his own private investigation firm. Eloise helped him with his cases, when she was able. She had her own things, and the things they worked on together. It was usually pretty clear which was which. Although not always. It was a tricky business. Eloise never knew what was connected to what, or when those connections might reveal themselves to her. Adopt the pace of nature, said Ralph Waldo Emerson. Her secret is patience.

			Ray returned with the water and handed it to her.

			“You okay?” he asked.

			He sat in the chair across from her, regarded her with worry. He had a lot in common with the old recliner. It needed reupholstering, was showing its age. But it was the most comfortable, embracing seat in the house. It was reliable, did the work it was designed to do, unfailingly. It had been Alfie’s reading chair, and it still wobbled from bearing his substantial weight, though Alfie had been dead nearly fourteen years.

			Her Alfie was gone now almost as long as they’d been married. And she still missed him every day. Some losses you never get over. There would never be another love like that in her life. She knew this in a practical and not self-pitying way. There was such a paucity of true, selfless love in this world; it wouldn’t be fair for her to have it twice. Whatever it was she shared with Ray, it could never approach what she had with Alfie. She hoped that Ray might find it with someone. But she suspected it was too late for that.

			“I’m okay,” she said.

			She could still smell The Burning Girl, the acrid odor that remained after fire. It never went away; whatever fire had touched must be discarded.

			“You look tired,” Ray said. She took a sip of the cold water and let the sensation wash over her. The cold in her mouth, moving down her throat. The water, the sunlight, the billowing sheets. Seize upon the moment, Agatha would say, to hold on to what’s real right now.

			“I am tired,” she said.

			But she couldn’t stop thinking about the girl. Eloise felt a vibration unlike anything she’d felt before. She would need to talk to Agatha. She considered telling Ray about it, but she wound up staying quiet.

			They weren’t working on anything now, and she sort of wanted to keep it that way. They’d had a couple of high-profile cases in a row, and her voice mail and mailbox were full of requests for their help. But she didn’t have the feeling. She couldn’t help any of the people who needed her right now. And that was weighing heavily on her.

			But she didn’t have a choice in these things. She didn’t invite the visions. It wasn’t on demand—even if someone brought her an article of clothing, or a picture, or a plush toy (though this sometimes worked when Ray brought it). Even if desperate people wept on her doorstep, or waited in her driveway for two days, or followed her around town—all of which had happened—she couldn’t make something happen.

			She could only walk through the doorways that were opened for her. That’s why she thought there was more to it than Agatha believed. Eloise thought there was a puppet master, someone pulling the strings. There’s no puppet master, honey. That’s the problem, Agatha insisted. The old woman was always very sure of herself. But that didn’t mean she was always right.

			“I came to take you out to dinner,” said Ray.

			“I’ll cook,” she said.

			“No,” he said. “Let’s go out. You look like you could use it.”

			She didn’t like to go out anymore, especially in The Hollows. It was one thing if they were traveling and no one knew who she was. But here at home, people stared, they whispered, they scowled. Some people snickered, some looked on in sympathy, or fear—suspicion, disdain. The one thing no one ever did in a small town was mind their own goddamned business.

			In the end, she acquiesced because she always did where Ray was concerned. She loved him in the way that she could. It was he who needed to go out. He was an extrovert, needing human contact all the time in order to stay energized. That was why he dealt with the clients. And she dealt with the dead—though they weren’t always dead. It was complicated.

			She showered, dressed, and did her hair—which basically just consisted of drying it and pulling a brush through it. It was brittle and dry. She even put on some lipstick, but she still looked like an old hag.

			While she was getting ready, The Burning Girl sat on Eloise’s bed, and the smell was powerful. Her hair was flame, her face a mask of pure fury, her body glowing like a hot coal.

			“What do you want?” Eloise asked at the door. But the girl didn’t answer. She wouldn’t, of course. She usually couldn’t hear Eloise; they did not exist on the same plane. Eloise was going to have to figure it out for herself.

			All through dinner, Eloise wondered about The Burning Girl and what she wanted. If Ray noticed she was distracted, he didn’t say. She kept seeing those fingers creeping around the door.

			• • •

			On the following Thursday, Eloise attended the big town meeting at city hall. Tempers ran high. There was much conflict between those who wanted The Hollows to stay as it was and those who profited from its expansion. The new shopping center that was already under construction was a hot-button issue.

			Eloise had a special loathing for mini-malls, those concrete strips of low-end commercialism. She thought they represented a deterioration of society, a move toward homogenization that stripped communities of their personalities. She’d been surprised when one appeared in The Hollows. The Hollows Historical Society had always been such a passionate defender of the town’s integrity of character. But this seemed to be the way of things now.

			Wealthy developers were glamouring the city government, promising big money, an influx of wealthy city dwellers looking for their country escape. Already some of the old families were selling off parcels of their long-held land to people who wanted to build neighborhoods with names like The Hollows Heights and Harrogate Manors. Trees were being cut away, land cleared. New restaurants were opening in the town center. There was a trendy new coffee place called the Java Stop offering lattes and cappuccinos—for four dollars! There was even a yoga studio, of all things. Development, it was the big trend in The Hollows. It would not be stopped.

			Joy Martin of The Hollows Historical Society was the first to speak, but she barely had a voice at the meeting. She put forth her concerns about maintaining the historical buildings and sites, like the dilapidated graveyards, the old schoolhouse, the various abandoned structures out in The Hollows Wood.

			“These are the places that remind us of who we are and where we came from. The Hollows is rich in history,” she said. “Development is inevitable, but it doesn’t have to be at the expense of the essence and character of our town.”

			Her comments were met with a lackluster smattering of applause. She took her seat with a frown.

			“Preserving the past is all well and good,” said the speaker who stood up next. Eloise recognized him as an owner of one of the local contractor firms. What was his name? Nick something. It didn’t come to her right away. “But we have to look toward the future, too. Otherwise, we go the way of the towns all around us: bankrupt, deserted, all the young people leaving as fast as they can. If you don’t build the future, it bulldozes you.”

			Nick’s comment, however, roused an enthusiastic roar of support. Eloise wouldn’t have thought he had it in him. She knew him as a quiet man, awkward with a bad temper. She wouldn’t have pegged him as a rabble-rouser. Perhaps the promise of big contracts had allowed him to tap into his inner eloquence.

			As he went on extolling the virtues of the new businesses moving into the town center, the big houses going up on formerly undeveloped land and so on, Eloise saw The Burning Girl in the corner of the room. The girl pointed a narrow, accusing finger. Eloise stared at him a moment, and she wasn’t getting anything off of him—no malice, no secret shame, no hidden perversions. He was just a man who wanted to build things, like a boy with a box of blocks.

			It took Eloise a moment to realize that The Burning Girl was pointing at Nick’s wife, Miriam, who sat beside him, holding an infant. Miriam, a former reporter for The Hollows Gazette, was now a stay-at-home mom. Ella, her infant daughter, was not quite three months. Miriam had interviewed Eloise once. The young woman had been respectful and open-minded. She was one of those Agatha called “the seekers,” people who believed that there was something more to life than what they could see before them. They just weren’t sure what it was.

			Miriam had written a thoughtful and flattering feature about Eloise, which got some national pickup and eventually led to television exposure. Of course, Eloise was no publicity hound. In fact, she actively avoided the spotlight. But Agatha had urged her to do appearances and interviews. The more familiar we are to people, Agatha had said, the easier it is to do our jobs, the less abuse we take.

			Tonight, Miriam looked sunken with exhaustion: big, dark circles under her eyes, a kind of grayness to her skin color. She was nothing like the bubbly, light-hearted girl who had interviewed Eloise. How long ago was it now? Five years? Six? Miriam was so thin that Eloise could see her collarbone, the hard knobs in her wrists. She had a kind of blank stare. Depression. Eloise could feel it, that sucking darkness within, that cave inside where you can dwell. She knew it all too well.

			The Burning Girl was standing behind Miriam, looking like a normal little girl again, not burning, not combusting with rage. She just stood there beside Miriam, almost leaning into her. If anyone else could see her, they’d assume that she was Miriam’s child. Their energies were wrapped around each other, mingled.

			Talk turned to the graveyard that sat on state land at the edge of the property that Nick himself owned and where he lived with his family. Some people wanted the graves moved to the other, larger site over by the road; some wanted the gravestones restored. There was a small church there as well. If renovated, it could serve as a museum, suggested Joy Martin, a tribute to the people who lived and died in The Hollows.

			Sounds like fun, someone quipped.

			The Burning Girl started to cry.

			What do you want? Eloise wondered.

			• • •

			That night, The Burning Girl took Eloise into the woods. The girl skipped through the trees, past a dilapidated and long-abandoned one-room house, weaving in and out of the towering trees. The girl was a sprite, at home in the forest, not afraid of the dark. How long had she been out here alone?

			As they walked, Eloise could hear The Whispers. They had so many stories to tell. If you listened too hard, you could disappear into it. It will drive you mad, said Agatha. Tune it out as much as you can. This directly conflicted with the advice her departed daughter Emily had given her once. It seemed like a million years ago that Emily had visited Eloise while she was tending the garden. Just listen, Emily had said that day. Who was right?

			Eloise lost sight of the girl, but she kept walking. The moonlight, in its silver-white way, was as bright as the sun. And when she came upon the little graveyard, it looked almost magical, even with the gravestones tilting like a mouth of crooked teeth, the church that was little more than a ruin of stones. The place was overgrown with weeds and a variety of wildflowers.

			Eloise saw Miriam sitting among the stones. The young woman looked dewy and fresh, flushed with happiness, as she linked flowers into a chain. Eloise understood that she was seeing Miriam as she was in the past, before her daughter was born.

			Miriam was singing. Eloise moved in closer to hear the words.

			Little flowers in the garden,

			Yellow, orange, violet, blue,

			Little angels in the garden,

			Do you know how I love you?

			Eloise felt a strange chill move through her. And then she experienced something she had never experienced before—a vision within a vision. Talk about disappearing down the rabbit hole. She saw a woman leaning over a claw-foot bathtub weeping. She wore a long, white dress. Then it was Miriam in a dirty, flannel nightgown. Then it was the woman in white again. Then Eloise was back in the graveyard, her head spinning. Miriam kept singing.

			Little flowers in the garden,

			Growing tall toward skies of blue,

			Little flowers in the garden,

			Oh, your mama so loves you.

			The Burning Girl danced around the graves. She was laughing, but it wasn’t a nice laugh. It was mean-spirited and edgy, laced with anger and sadness. The sound of it made Eloise’s blood run cold.

			• • •

			Eloise came back to herself in her own bathtub, bleeding from the head where she’d obviously hit it on the faucet. There was blood on the white porcelain, on her hands, down the front of her blouse. She climbed out of the tub and moved over to the sink. In the mirror, she saw the big gash just over her right eyebrow; it would need stitches.

			Eloise turned on the faucet, smearing that with blood, too. Using a washcloth, she cleaned the wound. The blouse she was wearing would have to go in the trash. A vision within a vision, she thought. That was too much. Could she just go deeper and deeper, until there was no way out again? Eloise realized that she was going to need some help with The Burning Girl.

			• • •

			Agatha Cross lived in a grand old house at the end of a long, gated drive in a town just an hour from The Hollows. She had told Eloise that she had no compunction whatever in exploiting her “gifts” to the greatest extent possible.

			“Why shouldn’t I reap the monetary benefits of this?” Agatha had asked, not really wanting an answer. “It has robbed me of everything else.”

			Eloise could see Agatha’s point. This “ability,” given to Eloise in tragedy and slowly draining her of her loves, her appetites, her desires, was not something for which she’d ever asked. Eloise had come to see it as one might an accidental injury that had left her permanently disabled. You could learn to live with it, or you could let it kill you. Eloise dwelled in a kind of purgatory between those two poles, not really living, but not dying either.

			Agatha, however, was “on the circuit”—talk shows, personal appearances, celebrity readings, and spiritual counseling. She had a full-fledged “Talk to the Dead” business with a waiting list three years long. She even had a private jet and was regularly consulted by law enforcement agencies, private detectives, and newsmagazine shows.

			“I’m about seventy-five percent theater, about twenty-five percent for real,” Agatha often quipped. “But that twenty-five percent? Wow, it’s a doozie.”

			Today, they sat on Agatha’s long, cool porch, where a lovely young woman served them iced tea in tall, sweating glasses. Agatha spread out her long flowing skirt and sat elegantly in a big wicker chair. She jingled—bangles on her wrists, seashells sewn into the batik design on her blouse, big, glittering earrings. She ran a plump bejeweled hand through her long, silver-white curls.

			Eloise recounted for Agatha everything she’d seen of The Burning Girl so far. And Agatha shifted her ample weight in the chair while she listened.

			“It sounds like what you’ve got,” she said when Eloise was done, “and I don’t say this lightly, is a full-blown haunting.

			“The question is what or who she’s haunting,” she continued. “And why.”

			Agatha took a big sip of her tea, then got a distant look in her eyes. Eloise knew to be quiet.

			The trees swayed and danced in the breeze. The Whispers were loud here. And Eloise had to work hard to block them out. A large swimming pool glittered behind Agatha. It was so blue that Eloise felt a powerful desire to swim. When was the last time she’d done anything like that? Anything pleasant? She and Alfie used to take the girls to the community pool in the summer. They’d rented a lake house one year and spent the whole season either swimming or sunning on the little dock. That was a long time ago—maybe close to twenty years.

			When Eloise looked back at Agatha, the old woman was frowning. In their many years of friendship and mentoring, Eloise wasn’t sure she’d ever seen Agatha look worried.

			“I don’t like this one, Eloise,” she said. She gave a decided nod. “I have a bad feeling. Keep your distance.”

			It did have a bad feeling. The Burning Girl was raw power, all childish rage. She was loneliness and misery. Eloise didn’t say anything.

			“Children are the most dangerous in this type of situation,” said Agatha. “They are the most unpredictable.”

			“But how?” Eloise asked. “How do I keep my distance?”

			Agatha sat up, gave Eloise a stern look. “You need to tell her that you can’t help her and that she must go home.”

			“I’ve never been able to do that,” said Eloise. “They don’t listen.”

			Surely, if it were that easy, she would have told it to all of the women and girls who had come to her over the years—the missing, the murdered, the abducted, the imprisoned, the abused. She had tried to help them all in the ways she had been asked. Eloise had located missing children, even led the police to a compound where girls and their mothers were being kept as slaves. She had uncovered long-buried bodies and given some measure of peace to parents who had spent years wondering about their lost loved ones. She helped bring killers and other evil men to justice. She’d helped Pennsylvania police locate a child who’d accidentally fallen down a well.

			She’d never once turned anyone away. What right did she have to do that when people needed her?

			“You have to mean it,” said Agatha. “Like children and dogs, they know when you don’t mean what you say.”

			Agatha was still frowning as she reached forward to take Eloise’s hand. Eloise felt her power, it was a current running from Agatha’s hands to hers. The woman was a force, some kind of anomaly of energy in the universe, a vortex. Eloise had never bought Agatha’s line about being seventy-five percent theater. Not at all.

			Agatha held on to Eloise tight.

			“You’re giving them too much,” Agatha said. “It’s eating you alive, Eloise. You don’t have to give them everything. You have a right to live.”

			Eloise blew out a breath.

			“I don’t know how to stop,” Eloise admitted.

			Agatha gave a gentle nod. “Or is it that you don’t want to stop?” she asked. “Grief has such a powerful pull toward destruction. And the living have it so much harder than the dead.”

			Her words touched some kind of chord, and Eloise bit back tears.

			“I don’t know,” said Eloise. “I just don’t know.”

			Agatha drew away, giving Eloise’s hands a final gentle squeeze as she did. “Think about it.”

			They sat in silence for a minute, a blue jay singing in the trees, a woodpecker knocking somewhere. Then:

			“A haunting is a relationship. It’s a give and take. Energy adheres—to people, to places. It seeks fertile soil. Then it burrows in and plants a seed. If conditions are right, the seed grows. It might literally be the land that The Burning Girl is attached to. You said that Miriam is depressed; that makes her vulnerable. It might be her that The Burning Girl wants.”

			Eloise listened.

			“It’s not about slamming doors and cold spots, demons dragging you from bed. That’s for the movies.”

			“Then what is it about?”

			It was true that in all her years doing this, Eloise had never seen anything like what she saw in the movies. In Eloise’s experience, this thing (whatever it was) was all about people needing help or justice, people who were lost and wanting to be found. It was about people who didn’t have voices or about unsettled energies broadcasting themselves. Only certain people could pick up the signals. But The Burning Girl was not like the others.

			Agatha shrugged. “What is any relationship about? People act out of only two motivations—love or fear. Everything else—greed, revenge, jealousy, sadness, kindness, generosity, passion, desire—are products of one or the other of those two motivators. Of course, it’s often hard to tell the difference.”

			“What do you think The Burning Girl wants?” Eloise asked.

			“It could be anything,” said Agatha. “But it doesn’t matter because you are going to stay away from her. Don’t let her get her hooks into you. You can’t help her. Right?”

			“Right,” Eloise said. She tried to make herself sound more certain than she was. Agatha frowned, unconvinced.

			This wasn’t the kind of answer Eloise had expected from Agatha, but she felt better than when she’d arrived. Agatha had given her something, some love, some kind of energy infusion. And Eloise was grateful, because Agatha was the only person who never took anything from her. Even Ray wanted and needed so much from her. If it hadn’t been for Agatha, her guidance, her friendship, her advice, Eloise wasn’t even sure she’d have survived the last fourteen years. She often felt bad that she had nothing to give Agatha. Eloise hoped that the old woman had someone or something that filled her up.

			“Don’t let them have everything, Eloise.”

			“I won’t,” she said.

			Neither of them believed it.

			• • •

			When The Burning Girl came to call that same afternoon, Eloise told her, “I’m sorry. I can’t help you. You have to go home.”

			But The Burning Girl wasn’t having it. She proceeded to set everything on fire—the couch, the curtains, the clothes in Eloise’s closets. The whole house smelled like smoke, but of course only Eloise could smell it.

			Eloise still hadn’t told Ray about the girl. He had taken on a cold case, and he was consumed in the way he always was when he had a new one. Ray was always certain that he would be the one to find what no one else had been able to find. Eloise loved his confidence and his passion—until she didn’t.

			Ray’s new client, Tim Schaffer, had been searching five years for his missing wife, Stephanie. She’d simply failed to come home from work one night. Schaffer suspected foul play, had various theories that he had gone over in depth with Ray. But lacking any hard evidence, the police had closed the case. Tim had hired no fewer than five other private detectives since—one a year. He refused to give up on the woman he loved.

			There were so many cases like that, thousands of people a year who just went missing and were never found—though it was getting increasingly hard these days simply to disappear. When people couldn’t be tracked through cell phones or credit card use, the police generally assumed that they were dead. Possibly an accident—car off the edge of a cliff, maybe. Maybe a stranger crime—a seamless abduction, murder, and body disposal—though it was less likely. Or suicide—though most suicides left a note.

			But sometimes the missing person had actively sought to disappear. Which wasn’t a crime. An adult has the perfect right to walk off the edge of his or her life and never look back. Of course, most people don’t walk out on spouses, kids, relatives, jobs. Most people cling to those things. But some just toss it all away—depression, mental illness, or maybe they just get fed up with the day-to-day grind. For them, running away is the answer to those crushing questions: Is this it? Is this all there is?

			Ray wanted Eloise to meet the client, and she had agreed. She got in her car and drove to Ray’s office on the ground floor of a restored town house near The Hollows Historical Society. She usually didn’t love interfacing with clients, and Ray wouldn’t have asked her unless he was unsure about something. But today, Eloise was just happy to get away from the smell of smoke.

			She parked and walked up the tree-lined street, climbed the porch steps, and went inside. The office was a two-room space, consisting of an anteroom where a receptionist might sit, but in which there were only two folding chairs and a magazine rack containing back issues of National Geographic and nothing else. A doorway led to Ray’s space, which was furnished sparsely with a desk and chair, computer, phone, locked filing cabinet, and two more folding chairs. Eloise thought he should fix it up—paint, hang some art, get a few pieces of nice furniture.

			“Why?” he’d asked. “Are we hurting for business?” He had a point. Ray Muldune was a low-overhead kind of guy.

			She felt Tim Schaffer before she saw him. He gave off an unsettling kind of frenetic energy. When he shook Eloise’s hand, he pumped it as if he were trying to draw water. Eloise felt her shoulder crack.

			“Our life was perfect,” he said to Eloise when she sat down across from Ray’s desk. “We had just bought a house. We both had good jobs. We were talking about starting a family.”

			Schaffer never stopped moving, pacing, gesticulating as he ran down the details Ray had already shared. How his wife had simply not come home from work on a Wednesday night five years ago. She’d taken no money from their accounts, had never used their credit cards. Her car had never been recovered. His energy wound down as he finished his story, until finally he slumped his tall, lean form into the chair beside Eloise. His eyes kept moving, though, drifting from one point to the next, hardly ever settling until they eventually rested on Eloise.

			“Are you getting anything?” he asked her again. His hazel eyes bored into her.

			“It doesn’t work like that, Mr. Schaffer,” Ray said. “What Eloise does—it takes time. She may not get anything at all. I do the work of a private detective, and if Eloise gets something, it can be a big help.”

			“But are you?” he asked. He leaned so far forward, Eloise thought he was going to topple his folding chair. “Getting anything?”

			Eloise shook her head. “Not yet,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

			Schaffer was a man on broadcast, one of those that only talked and never took anything in.

			“I met with a man who talks to the angels,” Schaffer said. He ran a large hand through wheat-colored hair. “He said that my Steph was out there, waiting for me. He said that she was praying I would find her. He promised I would if I just kept going, if I never gave up.”

			Eloise struggled not to roll her eyes. There was no end of frauds out there, exploiting the desperate. She wondered how much that visit had cost him.

			Eloise could feel Schaffer’s sadness, his desperation. And something else, something darker. A childish wanting, an inability to release.

			“I see,” said Eloise.

			“Would it help if I brought you something of hers?”

			Eloise was about to say no. But Ray said, “Sure, that would be great.”

			“Are you going to be able to help me, Ms. Montgomery?”

			“I’ll do my best,” said Eloise. She beat a hasty retreat after that. Something about him was suffocating. Out on the street, she felt her breath return.

			• • •

			Meanwhile, The Burning Girl would not be ignored. Eloise had promised Agatha that she would tell the girl to go, that she would be firm. And she’d tried, she really had. But after a few days of fires in her house, Eloise finally got in her car and drove. What choice did she have?

			When Miriam came to answer the door, she didn’t seem to recognize Eloise at first. The young woman had that vacant look of fatigue that all new mothers had. In the thrall of little ones, all personal needs neglected or delayed, young mothers were a special breed of givers.

			Eloise remembered so vividly when her girls were small. There was almost nothing else in her life—just the kids and the house. These days, women wanted to work, too, wanted to achieve something. They had educations and grand expectations of their lives. Eloise had never wanted anything but a family and a happy home, which used to be normal but was now something laughable. The stay-at-home mom had somehow become an object of (subliminal) disdain. As if the job of raising children wasn’t an important vocation, as if it was something one should subcontract like the cleaning of your house or yard work. No, these days, you had to earn or be valueless.

			“Miriam,” said Eloise as the woman stared at her blankly through the screen. “Do you remember me? Eloise Montgomery.”

			“Oh, Eloise!” she said, her face lighting with recognition. “Of course. I’m sorry. I’m such a mess.”

			The young woman cast an exhausted but loving glance down at the cooing infant on her hip. “Ella’s so fussy.”

			“Ah,” Eloise said. “I remember those days.”

			“I don’t think my older one was ever this cranky,” she said with a smile. “But he was a baby such a long time ago now. You forget, don’t you?”

			The doughy, sweet baby was transfixed with Eloise, her big eyes staring, a little drool gathering in the corner of her Cupid’s bow mouth.

			“You do forget,” said Eloise.

			Miriam held the door open for Eloise, who walked inside. The house was tidy, plain. Eloise expected to see The Burning Girl there. But no.

			Miriam offered coffee. But Eloise declined, and they sat on matching plaid love seats, facing each other over a coffee table.

			“So,” said Miriam brightly. “What can I do for you, Eloise?”

			The baby fussed, and Miriam shifted her onto her thigh, bouncing her a little in that way that babies seem to like. Little Ella smiled at Eloise, and Eloise felt such a sudden grip of longing and sadness, she had to look away from the child.

			Eloise didn’t know why she’d come exactly, and she had no plans about what to say. But she just wound up telling Miriam about the girl she’d seen. Eloise only knew how to be direct.

			She could see by the pallor that came over Miriam that the young woman knew exactly who Eloise was talking about.

			Miriam didn’t say anything right away. And Eloise wondered if she should just leave. Then:

			“I saw her for the first time in the woods out back,” Miriam said. “I used to take a walk back there while my boy was napping. We’re so isolated here; it always seemed safe to do.”

			Miriam told Eloise how she saw the little girl dancing through the trees and followed her to a graveyard on the property that edged their property.

			“I looked forward to seeing her,” said Miriam. “It was a hard time in my life. We were trying for another baby. I had stopped writing. And I had suffered a number of miscarriages. I was struggling with depression. She was a bright spot.”

			Eloise nodded, made all the right affirming noises.

			“Then I made the mistake of telling Nick about it,” she said. “He flipped out.”

			“Why?” asked Eloise.

			“I don’t know,” said Miriam. “He was afraid, I think. He wanted me to stop going out there. And I did. Shortly after I stopped, I became pregnant with Ella.”

			Eloise got a flash vision, a quick view of the woman leaning over the bathtub, and her heart started to thump. She heard a child crying. But then it was gone, as quickly as it came. She’d broken a sweat, though.

			“Are you all right?” Miriam asked. “Eloise, what is this about?”

			“I’m fine,” Eloise said. “Sorry.”

			Miriam stood and handed the baby to Eloise. “I’m going to get you some water.”

			People were always rushing off to get Eloise water. Was it just a way to get away from her and the uncomfortable nature of the things that happened to her? Ella came to Eloise easily, gave her a big gummy smile, some soft gurgles. Oh, how fat and fragrant she was, what a bundle of raw energy. Eloise wanted to nuzzle her but settled for holding her around the middle, balancing her on her lap, and giving her a bumpy little ride.

			“Aren’t you precious, Ella?” she asked. “Aren’t you the sweetest thing?”

			Ella released a happy squeal.

			“That’s a compliment,” said Miriam, placing the glass on the table in front of Eloise. She lifted the baby off of Eloise’s lap. “She usually fusses.”

			Eloise had loved her baby time with Emily and Amanda. She remembered so vividly their wonderful little baby bodies, their tiny hands and belly buttons. She remembered Alfie walking and walking them when they cried, giving them their baths, the midnight feedings. They were so worried all the time, hoping they were doing everything right. No one tells you that those years are the easy years. Physically harder, more exhausting, sure. But easier in every other way—you hold them in your arms, you can kiss all the hurts away. Their needs are so simple.

			Eloise watched Miriam unselfconsciously give Ella her breast. She felt better watching them, natural and beautiful, at one with each other. Agatha was wrong. Everything was going to be fine.

			“Miriam, if you see her again,” said Eloise, “you have to tell her to go away. Tell her you can’t help her.”

			She hadn’t planned to say this. But, yes, this was what she had come to say. She had to pass along Agatha’s advice to the person who needed it most. She felt that blessed rush of relief when she had done what she was intended to do.

			But Miriam’s eyes traveled to the window, and Eloise heard the sound of a car in the driveway, then a door slamming. A moment later, the door opened quietly. Nick walked in, holding a bouquet of flowers and a small plush bear. He moved carefully, obviously trying not to wake the baby if she was sleeping.

			“Hello?” he called quietly. “Where are my girls?”

			“In here,” said Miriam. Her face brightened with love; she instantly looked ten years younger.

			As soon as Nick saw Eloise, the happy expression he wore dropped into a frown. She knew the look of angry skepticism. The people who didn’t want to believe were the most hostile. Those who wanted to believe were open, accepting. The ones who didn’t believe at all might be mocking, or humoring, or just dismissive. But the people who were afraid that she might actually be what she said she was, and were afraid of what that might mean? Well, they could be downright dangerous.

			“What’s going on here?” he asked. He walked into the room purposefully and took Ella from Miriam.

			“Nick,” said Miriam. “Relax.”

			“What are you doing here, Ms. Montgomery?”

			“She just wanted to talk,” said Miriam. “About the girl in the woods.”

			Nick blanched. He handed the baby back to Miriam.

			“Why don’t you take her upstairs and put her down. It’s time for her nap, right?”

			“Nick,” she said. Miriam glanced at Eloise apologetically.

			“Please, honey,” he said. It was gentle, not bullying or bossing. No, he wasn’t that. He was a man acting to protect his family. The baby started to wail then. Babies were such keen receptors, especially for their mothers’ feelings. Miriam was going to do what Nick said. She always did; Eloise could feel that. She trusted him more than she trusted herself.

			“Eloise, I’m sorry,” said Miriam. She offered a little eye roll that said: “Men! What are you going to do?” Then she took the baby upstairs; Eloise could hear her comforting Ella as she climbed the steps. Then a door shut.

			“There is no girl in the woods,” said Nick. He put down on the table the tulips and bear he’d been carrying, and crossed thick arms across his wide chest. He was a big man, with a thick head of ink-black hair, handsome in a rugged way. “You know that.”

			Eloise said nothing. She rose and picked up her bag. Some people you could talk to, some you couldn’t. There was no point in arguing. Stubborn was the worst thing you could encounter in her line of business.

			“My wife,” he said, “is not well. Surely you can see that.”

			He moved toward the door and held it open for Eloise. How often had that happened to her, that she’d been politely asked to leave? Quite a bit. She didn’t take it personally. She had a job to do, and she tried to do it to the best of her ability. But she had come to realize that you can only help people who want to be helped.

			“If you see her again, Nick—” And he had seen her. The fear coming off of him was electric. He’d probably been seeing her and denying her all his life. “You need to tell her to leave. Tell her that no one here can help her.”

			He sighed. “This is toxic,” he said. “Stay away from my family, Ms. Montgomery. I’m telling you to leave. No one here can help you.”

			She didn’t generally let people get to her—but she rankled a little at his words. She mostly just felt sorry for people—so fragile, so afraid, so desperate. She had an endless well of compassion for the suffering of others, having suffered so herself. She searched for something to say but finally just stayed silent.

			“We don’t have any money,” he said. “If that’s your angle.”

			But she was human, after all. Sometimes she got mad. She stopped at the threshold and looked at him. She tried her best to be withering. And she was gratified to see him bow his head in shame.

			“You think I want your money?” she said. “I came here to help you.”

			“I don’t want your help,” he said softly. “Miriam’s too fragile for this. I’m just barely hanging on to her.”

			She wanted to tell him that that’s precisely why she was so vulnerable to The Burning Girl. But he was a closed door. The girl in the woods had never been able to get to him. And Eloise wouldn’t get to him either.

			“Stay away from us,” he said when she crossed onto the porch. He closed the door softly.

			Eloise walked to her car. She looked up to see Miriam and Ella in the upstairs window. Miriam waved a hand, offered a wry smile. The Burning Girl smoldered beside them.

			• • •

			Eloise went home and called Agatha. Agatha’s personal assistant, Amber, told Eloise that Agatha had “her meetings” this week. Meaning that Agatha was seeing the people who were waiting to speak to their departed loved ones—looking for closure, forgiveness, to finish what was unfinished, all the things of which sudden death had robbed them. Some people were looking for lost things, answers to questions, to unbury secrets. Once a man was looking for money he knew his father had hidden in the forest. According to Agatha, he’d found it and given her a 10 percent finder’s fee, as per their arrangement.

			Agatha had encouraged Eloise to get into this area of the business, as it was very lucrative. But Eloise had zero interest in money. She’d made enough to meet her needs, leave money for her family when she passed on.

			Furthermore, Eloise couldn’t imagine constantly sitting across from so much suffering. It was hard enough working with Ray, who handled most of the client interface. She was still unsettled even from her brief visit with Tim Schaffer. And it was hard enough dealing with visions, which were getting more and more draining every day. She didn’t want to look into the face of grief over and over again. She saw it enough when she looked in the mirror.

			“Is it an emergency?” Amber asked now. “I can have Agatha call you between sessions.”

			“No, no,” said Eloise. “It can wait.”

			“Okay,” said Amber. Agatha said that the girl was an empath, someone very attuned to other people’s feelings. And Amber sounded unsure that Eloise was being truthful. “Call me if you change your mind.”

			Eloise promised that she would. Eloise didn’t think it was an emergency. Or was it?

			She went upstairs to her bedroom to lie down. Her encounter with Nick had drained her. She was tapped into the family in some weird way, and this experience was different than any other she’d had. She didn’t like it. For some reason, as she lay on her bed, it made her think of her first conversation with Agatha.

			• • •

			Agatha had just turned up at her doorstep one day. Eloise had watched as the chauffeur-driven Lincoln Town Car pulled into her driveway. She’d thought, “Oh, God. Now what?”

			Eloise had had a hard couple of weeks as she approached the second anniversary of Alfie’s and Emily’s passings. She’d been inundated with requests after she led The Hollows PD to Tommy Delano in her first high-profile case. She had no idea how to manage any of it. Amanda had been acting out, doing poorly in school. And Eloise’s visions were coming hard and furious, but she had no way to make sense of them. She was frazzled, confused, not dealing with things very well at all. She would get Amanda off to school in the mornings, come home, and then get into bed with the blinds drawn, the phone unplugged. She had stopped answering the door altogether. It was Eloise’s first bout with depression. She had no energy reserves to fight off the darkness. Would it swallow her whole?

			Eloise hadn’t answered right away when Agatha rang her doorbell, hoping the woman would just leave. But then she began to knock, gently but insistent.

			“Ms. Montgomery,” Agatha called through the door finally. “I know you’re in there. I can feel your despair. I’m here to help you, dear.”

			Eloise had leaned against the other side of the door and was overcome by a powerful wave of relief, that same blessed feeling that comes when a migraine disappears. She’d opened the door a crack, and the older woman smiled at her.

			“I don’t want anything from you,” said Agatha. “I promise I just want to help you find your way.”

			“Why?” asked Eloise. She was suspicious now of everyone. She’d never been that way before. “Why do you want to help me?”

			“Why do you do the things you do?” Agatha had asked. “This is our calling, to help the people who need us. For better or worse, this is our thing. You know that, I think. You can feel me, can’t you?”

			Eloise could feel her. Agatha’s power was enormous. It swept in with her as she entered and filled the house. She jingled, smelled of flowers. Her clothes flowed around her when she walked. Eloise showed her into the living room and offered her a drink, which Agatha declined.

			“So where does it come from?” Agatha had asked that day. “Your mother’s side or your father’s side?”

			The question took Eloise aback.

			“Neither,” she said. “This happened to me in the accident.”

			“No,” said Agatha with a smile and a gentle shake of her head. “That’s not how it works. These abilities are not acquired. They are inborn.”

			Eloise had objected. But Agatha was immovable.

			“You may not have had access to your gifts before the accident,” she said. “But trust me, they were there, lying dormant. If you went back into your genealogy, I’ll bet that one of your female ancestors was burned at the stake as a witch. Or she was some weird recluse, or a palm reader, or whatever.”

			Eloise had experienced her usual desire to shut down when she talked about her origins. Her upbringing had been harsh and joyless. Her mother had died shortly after Eloise’s birth, and the truth was that Eloise knew almost nothing about her. Eloise had one photo, her wedding dress (which Eloise had worn at her own wedding), and an old stuffed bear that Eloise had carried around until it became embarrassing and slept with it long after that. She still had it; Bear sat on a shelf in Emily’s old room.

			And her father had been a silent, unaffectionate man. He’d provided for Eloise, never abused her. On the other hand, he never even seemed to notice her. It was her aunt Beth, her father’s sister, who cared for her mostly.

			But Eloise learned early, as all motherless children must, to take care of herself—she learned to cook and do the laundry, clean the house. Once she learned to read, she spent her life in books—reading of places better and lives more interesting than her own.

			She was lonely in a deep and total way. But it wasn’t the kind of loneliness one noticed. She simply had never known anything else. But it was probably why she married so young and started a family as soon as she could. Her father died while she was in college, just a year before she and Alfie married. He left her some money, but few memories of any kind of love at all. After that, Alfie’s parents became her parents. They loved her, and for the first time in her life she knew what it was like to be part of a family. She didn’t tell this to many people, but she told it all to Agatha.

			“What about your aunt Beth?” asked Agatha. “Didn’t she ever tell you anything about your mother? Anything about either family?”

			Beth, too, was gone. She’d moved to Santa Fe while Eloise was in college. Their contact dwindled, and then she’d disappeared altogether. One day, Eloise tried to call and the phone had been disconnected. A birthday card Eloise sent was returned with no forwarding address. Eloise had tried to find her, had even managed to track down an old roommate. But the girl hadn’t been kind, told Eloise that some people just didn’t want to be found. Which Eloise knew now was true.

			“She was young,” Eloise said to Agatha. “Just a teenager, really. A teenager in the sixties. I don’t know how much she knew about anyone, or if she cared. She left The Hollows as soon as she could, never came back.”

			Agatha cocked her head toward Eloise. “Where did she go?”

			“Last I heard, she had joined some commune in Pecos, New Mexico.”

			Agatha raised her eyebrows meaningfully. “When was that?”

			“Twenty years ago?” said Eloise. “Maybe more?”

			Agatha wore a sad smile, held her head at an inquisitive tilt. “Aren’t you curious, Eloise? Don’t you want to know more about your family?”

			Eloise felt ashamed in that moment for what seemed suddenly like an odd disconnection from her roots. All of her family, and Alfie’s, had lived in The Hollows for generations. Why didn’t she know more? Had she purposely tried to distance herself? Had she instinctively avoided asking questions of her father and her young aunt, even of herself?

			“You need to go see Joy Martin at The Hollows Historical Society and do some research. I guarantee you that you are going to find some answers there.”

			“What if I don’t want answers?” asked Eloise. “What if I just want all this to go away?”

			She had started to cry then. Not just a little. It was a humiliating volcanic outburst of sobbing. Agatha moved over and wrapped her soft but strong arms around Eloise’s thin shoulders and pulled her in. This was before anything had happened with Ray and no one had held Eloise like that since Alfie passed. Eloise didn’t usually enjoy physical contact with anyone but her children and her husband. But she found herself resting her head on Agatha and letting it all go. A deep warmth had washed through her that day, and after that, Agatha became Eloise’s mentor and close friend. It was an unbalanced relationship, with Agatha doing all the giving and Eloise all the taking. One day, Eloise was going to make it up. One day, she was going to be there for Agatha in a way that no one else could—she didn’t know how or when, but she was certain of it.

			“It doesn’t go away,” Agatha had said that day. “Not in my experience. You are going to have to embrace it and do your duty to it. Don’t worry, dear, I am going to show you how.”

			“How did you find me?” Eloise had asked.

			“Your Alfie asked me to help,” Agatha said softly. “He loves you so very, very much.”

			Eloise wept for she didn’t know how long. And when she was done, Agatha told her to be strong and to start listening. And Eloise did listen to Agatha. She was smart enough to know when she needed help, and she was not always too stubborn to take it.

			That visit seemed a long time ago now. Eloise drifted off into an uneasy sleep.

			• • •

			The Burning Girl didn’t come back. Eloise hoped that perhaps she had accomplished what was needed by visiting Miriam, even though she had a nagging feeling that she hadn’t. She waited a day, two days, three. But no Burning Girl. Eloise should have been happy, but she wasn’t. She thought about reaching out to Miriam again, but she didn’t. Nick had tossed her from the house. And the Burning Girl was gone. Wasn’t it W. C. Fields who said, “If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again. Then quit. There’s no point in being a damn fool about it.”

			• • •

			Meanwhile, Ray was hassling her about Tim Schaffer’s wife. Talk about someone who didn’t know when to quit. Eloise had been wearing the missing woman’s scarf around—at Ray’s behest—even though this didn’t always work (and he knew it).

			It was a pretty scarf, anyway—white with china-blue blossoms, a kind of gauzy material. It was a gift from Schaffer to his wife, and he claimed that she’d worn it all the time.

			It was only after having it on for a couple of days that Eloise was aware of the slight, almost imperceptible feeling of not being able to get enough air. Once she took it off and put it in a drawer in her dresser, she felt a tremendous sense of relief. She filled her lungs gratefully.

			He was smothering her, Eloise thought. She couldn’t breathe.

			Not that he had actually smothered her. He was caring and he loved her, but he never let her be. She started hearing the same sentence over and over. “I’m just trying to help you, sweetie.”

			Stephanie Schaffer had been pregnant, Eloise knew with a sudden clarity. Eloise called Ray and told him.

			“That tracks,” Ray said. “She visited her doctor a few weeks before she went missing.”

			“What for?” asked Eloise.

			“A routine well visit,” said Ray. “But the doctor won’t release her file. Stephanie Schaffer specifically indicated that she wanted her records kept private, even from her husband. Since there’s no active investigation or even the smallest evidence of foul play, there’s no way for the cops to even get a warrant.”

			“Hmm,” said Eloise.

			“What?”

			“I can’t imagine requesting that my medical information be kept from Alfie,” said Eloise. “When you’re really with someone, you don’t do that.”

			“What are you saying?”

			What was she saying? She reached for it.

			Then, “A child links you to someone forever. That’s a blessing when you’re in love. Not so much if you’re not.”

			She could hear him breathing on the line and a kind of rhythmic tapping. He tapped his fingers on surfaces when he was thinking. It was slightly annoying.

			“Is this your instinct talking?” he asked finally. “Or is it, you know, the other thing?”

			Over the years, her ability had morphed into a union of what she knew to be true and what she saw. When Eloise allowed for the mingling, she almost felt infallible. Almost. But she had on occasion made mistakes, misread signs. She’d failed more than once to do what was set out before her. “Maybe a little of both.”

			More tapping.

			“If she didn’t want to be with him, why not just divorce him?” asked Ray. “They hadn’t been married that long. They didn’t even have a joint bank account, only the house as a shared asset.”

			“He doesn’t seem like the kind of man who would allow himself to be left,” said Eloise. “Five years later, he’s still looking for her.”

			“It’s his wife,” said Ray. There was a slight edge to his tone. He did this, got weirdly defensive for his clients. Another annoying habit, though Eloise was sure she had a few of her own. “Wouldn’t you still be looking for Alfie?”

			The question stung a little. It was apples and oranges. She didn’t answer.

			“Jeez,” he said. “What an asshole I am. Sorry, El. I didn’t mean that.”

			“I know,” she said.

			Ray was a good man, but there was too much boy in him. He was impulsive, acted out, was intractable, hard to manage. She wondered how his wife had put up with him for as long as she had. Eloise loved Ray, but she saw him clearly.

			“Find someone who knew her, who really knew her,” Eloise suggested, not really even knowing why. “Not Tim Schaffer. Ask the right questions.”

			Tap, tap, tap.

			“I might know someone,” he said. “I’ll let you know what I find.”

			“Do that.”

			“Thanks, Eloise.”

			She hung up feeling tired, like she always did after talking to Ray. In fact, it wouldn’t be too far off the mark to say that she just felt tired all the time. She sank down onto her couch, stared at the picture of her daughter Amanda and her grandchildren. It was late afternoon. She had nowhere else to go that day.

			She found herself thinking of Agatha’s pool, that sparkling blue water. She remembered going swimming with Alfie and the girls at the lake, how refreshing the water had been, how the sun had been warm and so bright. The wind in the leaves—just the wind, no Whispers. She’d been light and happy, free from any real strain other than living and mothering and all of those normal things.

			The sun was setting, then it was dark. And Eloise just sat there, remembering, dozing a little. Then she was aware of the sound of a baby crying, a great mournful wail of pain or anger.

			Babies have all the same emotions that adults do, but they have no language to express their big feelings. So they let out a great noise onto the world, releasing all their power. People come running when a baby cries; not so much when we get older. We keep it in.

			Eloise got up quickly and ran upstairs to the bathroom where it seemed to originate. Ella, Miriam’s baby, was lying on the floor, naked and soaking wet, wailing. The Burning Girl stood in the corner, silent and stoic. And Eloise knew. She could see the whole hideous scene before her.

			“Oh, God,” said Eloise, dropping to her knees. “Oh, no.”

			She bowed down, her forehead on the ground. Why? Why was this happening? The wash of shame and regret she felt when she knew she’d failed someone was overwhelming.

			There was nothing you could have done to stop it, the voice told her. It’s been happening over and over for a hundred years. More.

			“That’s bullshit!” Eloise yelled.

			The voice was never angry, never distraught, never afraid. She hated it. Agatha didn’t believe in the voice in Eloise’s head. Agatha herself didn’t have one. She thought it was a trick of Eloise’s subconscious. Her brain struggling to tell a story that Eloise could understand.

			“The brain is a very great mystery,” Agatha had said. “And it does so seek to help us get by.”

			We all live and die in our time. We all have our design and our reason. Don’t judge.

			Eloise pulled herself to her feet, overcome by grief and anger. She must have gotten up too fast because she found herself wobbling and then taking a fall. She knocked her forehead hard against the corner of the sink. She felt the warm gush of blood as she lay on the floor. She remembered what Agatha had to say

			Don’t let them take it all from you, Eloise. Don’t let them have everything.

			• • •

			It was ten that night when she came back to herself, which meant that she had lain unconscious on the bathroom floor for several hours. That was probably not a good thing. She did have some instinct for self-preservation. So she called Ray, and then, still reeling with sadness and anger, she drove herself (probably not advisably) to the emergency room.

			There were questions. Because there was another gash on her forehead from the last fall in the bathtub. She had neglected to get that one stitched up, and it didn’t look very good though it had healed. Was someone hurting her? Was she afraid of anyone? Would she submit to further testing to address the falling issue, which might indicate an underlying condition?

			The ER nurse was young and very competent and didn’t seem to know who Eloise was, which was always a good thing. Eloise answered the questions, declined further testing. Agatha told Eloise that her own mentor had taken to wearing a helmet around the house, he’d hit his head so many times. Eloise would consider it—if it didn’t seem so silly.

			She could still hear the baby crying as the nurse stitched up the gash on her head. She started crying herself, which she didn’t do much anymore. Why hadn’t she done more to help?

			“Am I hurting you?” the nurse asked. She looked at Eloise with such sincere concern that Eloise had to look away. “I can get more topical anesthetic.”

			“No,” said Eloise. “I’m okay.”

			“Let me get some more,” said the nurse. “No reason to suffer if you don’t have to.”

			Good point.

			• • •

			Ray was waiting for her when she got out.

			“I went to the house,” he said. “I thought you were going to wait for me.”

			“Did I say that?”

			“No, Eloise,” he said, a little annoyed. “But common sense dictates that you wouldn’t drive yourself to the hospital after being unconscious for a couple of hours.”

			She offered a shrug, conceding that he was probably right. She did have a concussion, a minor one. And four stitches in the cut over her eyebrow.

			“That doesn’t look too bad,” he said. He gingerly touched the fresh bandage and then gave her a hug.

			But it did look bad. She looked like someone was granny bashing her. She was hideous—older than her years, too thin, battered. She needed to make some changes in her life. Maybe Agatha would let her take a swim.

			Ray ushered her out to the lot with one possessive hand on her back, the other on her arm as if she were a crippled old lady. She had the urge to squirm away from him. But she leaned on him instead; she needed him in that moment.

			It was almost like a dream when she saw the ambulance pull up. No lights. No sirens. She heard, just faintly through the thick walls, a desperate shrieking from inside the vehicle. Then, in his big pickup truck, Nick pulled up from behind, looking pale and shattered. Mercifully, he didn’t see Eloise as Ray shuttled her away.

			“Aw, hell,” Ray said. “I heard it on the scanner. A baby—SIDS.”

			She nearly buckled in his arms, but he held on tight.

			“It’s okay,” he said. “You’re okay.”

			Ray forced her to leave her car in the lot and drove her home. On the way, she told him about The Burning Girl, about tonight. He listened in the silent, careful way he had. When she was done, he didn’t say anything for a minute. She could feel him processing, trying to understand, to make connections.

			“I want to take care of you, Eloise,” said Ray finally.

			Ray and Eloise had an on-again, off-again thing for a while. Mainly, it was about sex. Well, not sex really, but closeness, physical contact. Now that he and his wife were living apart, Eloise had figured that he would want more. She wasn’t sure that she had anything to give.

			She put a hand on his arm. “You do take care of me,” she said.

			She liked the look of him. His big shoulders, his full head of hair, those dark eyes that glittered with intelligence and mischief. He had powerful hands, a good face with strong, defined features. There was just one problem with Ray. He wasn’t Alfie. Eloise still belonged to her husband. He’d have wanted her to move on, to find happiness. She knew that. She just couldn’t.

			“As much as you let me,” he said.

			“It’s enough,” she said. It sounded like she was shutting him down. And maybe she was. Still, he brought her home and got her tucked into bed. Then he headed out again to get her soup from the twenty-four-hour diner just outside of town—because that’s what she wanted to eat and there wasn’t anything in the house. He was a good man. She could tell that he was dying to talk to her about Stephanie Schaffer, but he was keeping whatever he’d found to himself for now.

			• • •

			Ray had been gone only a few minutes when the phone rang. She picked up quickly because how odd for the phone to ring after midnight. Usually, she’d let the voice mail get it and screen the call. But she had a feeling she shouldn’t do that. When she picked up, she heard her daughter’s voice.

			“Mom,” said Amanda. A mother knows when her child is on the verge of tears. Amanda had always been a stoic, holding it all in. Emily was the emotionally flamboyant one, always screaming and slamming doors. Only once had Amanda gone through a “rage phase”—and she’d been entitled to it after losing her sister and father. After that passed, she’d grown more reserved than ever. But Eloise could hear it, that slight wobble.

			“Amanda,” said Eloise. “What’s wrong?”

			Her daughter released a shuddering breath. Eloise reached for it. What was it? Had something happened to one of her grandchildren? She sat up, gripped the phone. There was nothing. Surely, she’d have felt it before now.

			“Finley asked me to call you,” said Amanda. “She woke up from a nightmare, crying. She never does that. She said you hit your head, Mom. Is that true?”

			Finley’s given name was Emily. (Amanda had named her after her lost sister, much to Eloise’s dismay.) But when Finley was very little she started insisting that she be called by her middle name. No one understood why, but she was so intractable on the point that everyone complied. Amanda had named her younger son Alfred, after her father. And Amanda called him Alfie. Eloise could never understand why people insisted on naming the living after the dead.

			“It’s true,” Eloise said reluctantly. “I just got back from the hospital.”

			“Are you all right?”

			“I’m fine, dear,” she said. “Really.”

			“Why didn’t you call me?” Amanda asked. She heard all the notes of fear and guilt in her daughter’s voice. Because you live all the way across the country, Eloise thought. Because you’ve made it clear that you want limited contact. She didn’t say those things.

			“Because I’m fine.”

			Eloise could hear Finley’s mellifluous, sweet voice in the background. “I want to talk to Mimi.”

			There was some muffled shuffling.

			Then, “Mimi, are you okay? I saw you fall. You hit your head on the table.”

			Finley was a very wise eight-year-old, a superstar reader, stellar student. Eloise badly wanted this not to be happening, and a very base part of her thought about trying to talk the girl out of it.

			She could say something like: “We all have dreams, they don’t always mean anything. This was just a coincidence.” But that would be a lie. The truth was that, at Agatha’s behest, Eloise had done some research into her genealogy. Whatever it was, it came through her mother’s side. It wasn’t an accident. It was in her DNA. The history was an ugly one, and Eloise had not shared it with Amanda.

			“Well, Finley,” Eloise said, “it’s so sweet of you to worry about your Mimi, but I’m okay.”

			“Mom’s upset,” said Finley. There was a note of prepubescent disdain, however slight. The girl was blonde like her mother, with big dark eyes. She was tiny and pale, but as powerful as a stick of dynamite, and funny, and wild. “She doesn’t like it. But it’s not our fault.”

			Eloise smiled. Children were so much more accepting of their circumstances than adults. Adults railed and raged, tried to change, control, and deny. Children had no idea how things were supposed to be. They only knew how things were. They worked with that.

			“Is this the first time something like this dream has happened?” Eloise asked.

			“Maybe,” Finley said. She sighed. “I don’t know. Sometimes I see things.”

			Eloise put her head in her hands. She was glad Finley wasn’t there to see her face, which must have registered her fear, her sadness. She wouldn’t have wished this on anyone.

			“What kind of things?”

			“People,” she said. “Dreams that come in the daytime. Dreams that aren’t about me. But I don’t fall down like you do.”

			Oh, Lord, thought Eloise.

			“Finley, listen to Mimi,” she said. “Try not to pay too much attention to the dreams just yet, okay? They’re not bad or wrong. Just try to ignore them for now.”

			“I do,” she said. She was very matter-of-fact about the whole thing. She was used to it, apparently. “I can’t remember them when they’re over. Except for the one about you.”

			“You saw me fall?”

			“Yeah,” she said. “I was in the bathroom with you.”

			She seemed like she was going to say more, but then she didn’t. Eloise heard her yawn. It was late.

			“We’ll have to talk about this more,” said Eloise, trying to sound light, unconcerned. “Maybe I’ll come visit you.”

			“Okay,” Finley said. She sounded tired now.

			“Go to bed,” said Eloise. “It’s a school night.”

			“Okay,” she said. “But Mimi?”

			“Yes, kitten?”

			“Stay away from The Burning Girl.”

			Eloise’s whole body tingled. “I will.”

			Eloise talked to Amanda, who was apoplectic with worry and sadness. How can this be happening? This is a nightmare? Oh, God, Mom, what should I do? But there was none of the blame Eloise expected. Of course, Eloise was doing enough blaming for both of them. What was she carrying in her DNA? How much harm would it bring to her family? What would it mean for Finley, starting so young? She really needed to talk to Agatha. Eloise would call her in the morning. And she had to make plans to go out to see her daughter.

			• • •

			Ray spent the night. And in the morning, Eloise smelled burning toast and heard him crashing around the kitchen. He always tried to make breakfast, which was sweet. But the food he prepared was terrible; he had absolutely no experience in the kitchen. Eloise even had to teach him how to run the dishwasher.

			She was groggy, her head pounding. Thoughts of Finley and Ella and The Burning Girl were on an endless loop in her worried mind.

			What had she been supposed to do? How had she failed? She had failed before, been wrong before, been unable to determine the reason for her visions. She had often tried to help people who didn’t want to be helped. She was getting better at letting go, but it wasn’t easy. It’s just like being a doctor, Agatha had offered once. Try as you might, you can’t save all your patients. You’re going to lose some of them. We’re none of us gods.

			Eloise forced herself out of bed. As soon as she was moving, she felt lighter—if not better. Something heavy had been lifted. She didn’t know what. She went to the bathroom and regarded her battered face.

			Sometimes there’s nothing to do but observe. We can’t always control the outcome.

			“Shut up,” she told the voice. Maybe it was just her own deep subconscious. Whatever it was, she was sick to death of hearing it. “Just shut up.”

			Eloise took a shower in her bathroom that badly needed updating. Then she chose a white blouse and a pair of jeans from a closet of clothes that consisted only of items in white, gray, or denim. Why were there no colors in her closet? she found herself wondering. She used to wear colors, didn’t she?

			Eloise had money, and a lot of it. There had been a life insurance payout when Alfie died fourteen years ago, and she’d banked it. They’d had a decent amount saved before that. They were never spenders. Since Alfie’s death, the onset of the visions, and the work that had resulted from them, there had been consulting fees and rewards, big ones. When she partnered with Ray in his private detective business, she agreed to do so only when he agreed to handle all client interface, billing, accounting, et cetera.

			“You can just pay me what you think you owe me at the end of each case,” she’d told him.

			He’d stared at her a minute with the look he got, that cop’s look, like what’s your angle?

			“You’re not a very good businesswoman, are you?” he said finally.

			“I’m not,” she admitted. “And it’s good that you know that going in.”

			“Aren’t you worried that I’m going to take advantage of you, not pay you what you’re owed? How about you get a lawyer and we draw up a contract?”

			“No,” she said. “I’m not worried about that at all. You’re the last person I’m worried about, Ray Muldune. And I don’t want a lawyer.”

			He shrugged. “If you’re sure,” he said. They shook on it.

			“Can your accountant do my taxes, too?” she asked him. “As part of our arrangement.”

			He laughed and gave his head a little shake. “Sure, Eloise,” he said. “Why not?”

			The last time Eloise visited Ray’s accountant, who was also her accountant now, she thought he was joking when he told her how much money she had. It was split up in various stocks, bonds, mutual funds, CDs (all things they had discussed and she promptly forgot). Ray had established a 401(k) and pension plan for their business. They got salaries and profit sharing. He did everything right, totally aboveboard, just as she knew he would. And the money that had amassed in her various accounts was significant.

			“Your expenses are very low,” her accountant told her. He was young, younger than Amanda. He had a sweet, round face, and round spectacles to match, a flop of blonde hair. He had a tattoo on his arm—a mermaid on a jetty—and wore a tee-shirt to their meeting. Was that how people dressed for business these days? Ray seemed to like him, though. “You’re living far below your means.”

			“Is that a bad thing?” she’d asked.

			“No,” he said. “But your house is paid off. Your daughter’s education is paid for. And you have more than enough for whichever school your grandchildren choose, which I know is your wish.”

			He looked at her a little shyly, the way that respectful young people look when they are trying to give older people advice. “I’m just saying that you can afford to live a little.”

			Live a little. His words came back to her now as she looked at the drab, old clothes in her closet. It was a sad collection of frumpy, worn items. The only new things in there were clothes Amanda sent her.

			“Oh my God, Mom! What are you wearing?” she’d asked when Eloise had picked her up from the airport last visit.

			“What?” She was just wearing a denim empire waist dress and a pair of flats.

			“You’re swimming in that thing,” Amanda said, offering her a hug. “You look like you’re wearing a Muumuu. We’re going shopping.”

			“Okay,” Eloise said.

			Amanda, on the other hand, looked like a movie star. She had highlighted her wheat hair. She was meticulously groomed—makeup, nails. She was a successful accountant. But her husband, Phillip, was a hedge fund manager, whatever that meant. They were wealthy—unhappy together now, but wealthy. Eloise didn’t mind Phil, but he was nothing special. One of those charming enough but vacant, entitled young men who thought the world owed them something. Maybe he’d grow up one day. Eloise wasn’t sure how long he and Amanda would be together. He wasn’t her “one.” Eloise knew that. Amanda hadn’t met the love of her life yet; but she would.

			What’s wrong with me? Eloise thought. She couldn’t stay in the moment at all. It was always like this now, her thoughts drifting this way and that. Her present tense barely existed. It seemed like all she did was remember or slip into visions. Maybe one day, she’d float away altogether.

			• • •

			Eloise went downstairs. There was black smoke coming from the toaster, and two charred pieces popped out as Eloise entered the kitchen.

			“Dammit,” said Ray, trying to scrape the eggs off the pan.

			But he was good at coffee. The aroma was strong and rich. Oliver the cat wove himself through her legs as she poured them each a cup, then tossed the toast, and put in two more slices.

			“So, Stephanie Schaffer,” he said. “Are you up to talking about it?”

			She nodded, welcoming the distraction. They were seated and eating the eggs he had prepared, which were actually not too bad.

			“You found her?” she asked.

			“Not exactly,” he said, with food in his mouth. Through the open window over the sink, she could hear the wind chimes singing.

			“You told me to find the people who really knew her, right? So I got ahold of the woman Tim said was Stephanie’s best friend. He’d always suspected that she knew more than she let on.”

			He kept chewing.

			“After that, I went to see her mother,” he went on. “And, I paid her doctor another visit.”

			He took a bent and coffee-stained photo out of his pocket. Stephanie Schaffer, a plain girl with mousy hair, busty. She is squinting at the camera, smiling. She’s sad, Eloise thought. She doesn’t want her picture taken, wherever it was. It looked like there might be a lake behind her, some trees.

			“You know what I figured out?” asked Ray.

			“Hmm?” said Eloise.

			“Tim Schaffer? He’s an asshole,” said Ray. “He’s pushy and controlling. He calls me constantly, has been dropping by the office daily. What am I paying you for? What leads are you following?”

			Eloise took a sip of her coffee. This didn’t surprise her.

			“Guess what?” Ray went on. Eloise knew that she was not supposed to answer. “Her best friend was also not that nice to be around. While I was there—and I was only there for like half an hour—she referred to Stephanie as ‘weak,’ ‘a little overweight,’ and at one point she said that Stephanie was ‘not that bright.’ ‘If she left,’ the girl says, ‘she shouldn’t have. She was lucky to do as well as Tim.’”

			Eloise remembered that feeling she had of not being able to breathe.

			“Let me guess,” said Eloise. “Mom wasn’t exactly a charmer either?”

			Ray blew out a breath. “That was my mother, I’d have run away, too. Long ago. It was three in the afternoon, and she was already half in the bag. Nasty old lady, not a pleasant word out of her mouth about her kid or anyone.”

			Eloise ate some more eggs, thinking about Stephanie. After she’d taken the scarf off, she hadn’t gotten anything else.

			“So one last time, I go to see the doctor,” Ray said. “I waited in the parking lot for her to leave the office, surprised her as she was getting into her car.”

			“Sounds like a good way to get maced,” said Eloise.

			Ray ignored her. “‘Let me ask you,’ I said. ‘What was the first thing Stephanie Schaffer said to you when you told her she was pregnant?’ ”

			Oliver hopped into Eloise’s lap, made himself comfortable, and started to purr.

			“She gave me the usual runaround—can’t talk to you, doctor-patient confidentiality, blah, blah. Then I asked her, ‘Did she seem happy with the news?’ I told her the truth. I told the doctor that I wanted to know how hard I should work to find Stephanie. That seemed to get to her. Struck a nerve.”

			The doctor had told Ray, that no, Stephanie hadn’t seemed happy. That she’d cried. But that was all she said, though Ray suspected the doctor knew much more.

			“Stephanie was one of those seeker types, you know what I mean?” Ray kept on. “She had all these self-help books around, little sayings on plaques about change, and positivity, and following your heart. In the drawer by her bed, there were like a hundred pictures of beaches, palm trees, people surfing, boating. They were wrapped up in a rubber band along with a little postcard that said: ‘We must be willing to let go of the life we planned, so as to have the life that’s waiting for us.’ ”

			Eloise closed her eyes. Yes, that was it. Florida or maybe Hawaii, someplace where it was warm all the time, someplace where the sun shined more than it didn’t. Stephanie Schaffer loved the feel of water on her skin, the smell of the ocean. Stephanie wanted a better life for her daughter—it was a girl—than the one she’d wound up with. And she was going to find it before it was too late for both of them. Eloise smiled.

			Tell him to let her go.

			“It sounds like you’re thinking about dropping the case,” said Eloise. “I’m sure Mr. Schaffer will be disappointed, but you’ve hit a dead end. And there’s nothing to do now but let it go.”

			He watched her as he chewed. He’d finished his meal and now he was polishing off hers.

			“We won’t get paid,” he said. “He’s that kind of guy.”

			“Whatever,” she said. “We never cared about that, did we?”

			“No,” he said. He pushed her plate away, trying not to eat any more. “I guess not.”

			She found herself staring at him, his shirt dusted with flour, his brow creased with concern. Maybe it was the golden morning light, or perhaps it just the feeling that some weight had been lifted. But she felt like she was seeing him for the first time—his warm, dark stare, his broad chest. She reached for him, and he took his hand in hers, their eyes locking. She felt her cheeks flush. Then he was pulling her up from her seat, he turned in his seat and guided her into his lap. She let herself be led.

			“I want to take care of you,” he said, wrapping a strong arm around her waist. “Let me.”

			Her body resisted him. She had always held herself back from him just a little, even when they made love. She couldn’t, wouldn’t, give over all of herself. How could she betray Alfie by surrendering everything to another?

			She put her hand on his chest, the gentlest push away, even as her other arm folded around his neck.

			“Let me,” he whispered.

			Something in her heart loosened and released, a balloon drifting up into the sky. Ray pressed his mouth against hers, warm and sweet, and she breathed him in. Unexpectedly, with the kitchen a terrible mess around them and Oliver mewing at her feet, Eloise felt herself finally, after so many years, let go.

			• • •

			Letting go. Why was it the hardest thing? It sounded so easy, as if all you had to do was open your palms and step away. And yet we cling, don’t we? To ideas of ourselves, hope, how things should be, how we wish they were. What we should be able to do, what we want, what we were supposed to want.

			The Burning Girl kept holding on to Eloise. That afternoon, she came back, and this time she told Eloise her name, which was so odd. They almost never did that. But this one? She wanted to be known. Eloise told the girl that she must go away. Eloise was sorry, but she couldn’t help. A few days of raging fires ensued, the carpets and the drapes again. On the final day, the girl herself, engulfed in flames, wailing.

			It was quite a display, with heat and smoke and all of it. But Eloise had no choice but to ignore it. She went about her business—cleaning, grocery shopping. She even got herself some new clothes.

			The girl was trying to suck her in, wanted more than Eloise could give. It wasn’t help she wanted; rage and sorrow never want help. They want an audience. There was nothing for Eloise to do, not yet. But then the fires stopped, as if the tantrum, ignored, had fizzled out. And The Burning Girl was gone again. There was more to come, Eloise was quite certain.

			Meanwhile, Eloise couldn’t let go of Miriam and her family, kept thinking about them. She attended Ella’s service, which was absolutely heartbreaking. The official cause of death was SIDS. But The Whispers told Eloise a different story. And, now, Miriam was in a mental hospital. What more should Eloise have done for them?

			You can only help the people who want to be helped.

			Another lesson that was so hard to learn.

			Let it go, the voice told her as she drove home from the church. The image of Nick sitting stoically beside his young son stayed with her.

			• • •

			Back at home, she dressed to go work in her garden. She needed the solace of her hands in the dirt, the smell of greenery in her nose, even the light sweat of mild exertion. But she was interrupted by a knock on her front door.

			She moved through the house carefully. She didn’t answer the door unless she knew who was there. She didn’t answer the phone either. Ray was her agent, more or less. All requests went through him.

			The knocking again—insistent, pushy. She knew who it was before she recognized the man she saw through the peephole. Tim Schaffer. He had been stalking Ray, inundating him with angry phone calls, insisting that he was hiding something. Ray wasn’t, not really. He’d simply dropped the case. He no longer wanted to find Stephanie Schaffer for her creepy husband.

			Eloise went back to the kitchen and dialed Ray, who said he was on his way. Then she went back and opened the door for Mr. Schaffer.

			The sadness came off of him in waves. Eloise had to step back, but she kept her hand on the door. She did not invite him in.

			“Where is she, Ms. Montgomery?” She could see that he was driving himself mad, had a kind of wired, haunted look about him. “Where did she go? Is she alive?”

			“I don’t know where she is, Tim,” said Eloise gently. “I believe she’s alive. But I have no way of being certain.”

			“But you’re a psychic, right?” he said. It was a little whiny. She felt bad for him; he didn’t have any friends. “You know things. Or are you just a fraud like everyone else?”

			She smiled. People were ignorant, some more than others. “I don’t know everything.”

			His hands were raw and red: psoriasis. It was the disease of the perfectionist, the person who feared that unless he was perfect, he would be rejected. He had a patch of it on his face, on his arm. How much should she tell him?

			She was surprised to see him tearing up.

			“It’s time to let her go now, Tim,” said Eloise. She put on her gentle Agatha voice. Agatha called it her Obi-Wan Kenobi voice. “You’ve done enough.”

			“Enough?” he said. His voice went shrill. He sank into the chair on her porch and put his head in his hands. “I’ve been looking for five years. Something’s happened to my wife. And I can’t help her.”

			Now he was just sobbing. Eloise considered herself an evolved person, but there was something very uncomfortable about watching a grown man weep. Though she’d certainly seen it enough times, she never got used to it. She sighed and sat down in the chair beside his.

			“The hardest thing to accept is that we can’t always help the people we love,” she said. She put her hand on his arm, but he drew it away quickly. He was the kind of person who didn’t want to be comforted. When he looked up from his hands, she saw that same petulant rage that she saw in The Burning Girl.

			“Who are you to tell me that?” he asked. He stood, and Eloise was relieved to see Ray pulling into the driveway. “Handing out that kind of pop advice. You should be ashamed.”

			“It’s time to let Stephanie go,” she said. “Past time. The trail is cold.”

			“I’ll never give up on her,” he said. Really, he was more yelling. “If she’s out there, I’ll find her.”

			Eloise hoped that he was wrong. Ray walked up the path.

			“Tim,” he said, “I refunded your money, gave you all the information I have found. There’s nothing else to discuss. If you don’t leave, I’m going to have to call the police.”

			“Call the police?” he said. “On me? You two are the criminals. You promise to help people who no one else has been able to help. But you don’t help anyone.”

			He raged all the way back to his car, through her flower bed, across the yard. Goddamn con artists, charlatans, posers. Then he slammed the door and sped off up the dirt road.

			“How’d he find you?” Ray wondered aloud.

			“He’s resourceful,” she said. “Unfortunately.”

			“Hmm,” said Ray. She could feel his tension. People like Tim Schaffer—you never could tell what they’d do next. But Eloise suspected they’d seen the last of him. She hoped Stephanie had, too.

			“I’m getting sick of this job,” said Ray. He heaved a heavy sigh and dropped his arm around her shoulders.

			“Me, too,” said Eloise.

			Then she looked up at Ray, and for some reason they both started to laugh.

			• • •

			Letting go. If you let go, did you then fall to your death? Did you simply drift away? Or was it the other things that floated away, leaving you alone onshore? Weren’t you supposed to hold on to some things—to your loved ones, your sanity, the life you had built for yourself? Maybe that was true wisdom, knowing when to hold on and when to let go.

			Ray insisted on making lunch, so Eloise went to work in the garden. The Whispers were loud today, a million voices telling their million stories. Eloise tried not to listen as she pulled weeds, popped off dead heads, watered, and pruned.

			Since their midnight conversation, Amanda and Finley were very much on Eloise’s mind. Even though they’d talked a number of times since then, Eloise still hadn’t told Amanda what she’d learned in her research about their family history. There was no reason to frighten her. Amanda had shown none of the early signs that Eloise now understood from her own childhood—the strange nightmares, the knowledge of other people, seeing things that other people didn’t see. But Finley was a prodigy, according to Agatha. When they came to visit, Eloise would have to make them aware of everything. She had tried to protect Amanda. And Amanda had tried to protect Finley. The sad fact was, you didn’t get to protect your children. Not forever. Not from everything. Eloise had an especially hard time letting go of wishing that she could.

			When Ray called to say that lunch was ready, Eloise rose and took off her gloves. She surveyed her work and was pleased. She wanted the garden to be perfect for Finley and Alfie when they came. Amanda hadn’t called to tell her they were coming next month, but Eloise woke up knowing that it was so. Amanda would have other big news, too. Eloise wasn’t quite sure what it was. But Eloise tingled with happy anticipation at the thought of seeing her family. She took a deep breath. The air smelled like new beginnings.

			That afternoon, Agatha invited Eloise and Ray over for a swim.

			“I sense,” said her friend, “that you two need to do something just for the fun of it. And guess what? I do, too.”

			Eloise gratefully accepted. And the cool blue water was every bit as wonderful as she’d imagined it.

		

	

    THE THREE SISTERS




		
			The woman in the black dress had, apparently, moved in. As she drifted from room to room, her long skirt swishing about her ankles, her black lace-up shoes shuffling, all she did was stare at Eloise Montgomery. Eloise’s visitors usually didn’t stare. They were generally in their own worlds, wrapped up in whatever circumstance they were enduring. Or maybe she wasn’t staring at Eloise, precisely. Maybe she was staring at something that Eloise couldn’t yet see. It was hard to know these things.

			There was something familiar about her, something around the eyes. Her salt-and-pepper hair was pulled back tightly into a braided bun. And she wore a deep frown. There was a heaviness to her energy, as if she were carrying an enormous burden. Eloise felt tired when the woman was around, bone tired.

			“What’s she doing here?” Finley asked, entering the kitchen with an arm full of textbooks. Most of her classmates were using e-readers. But Finley was old-school; she wanted books to hold and write in, and flag with Post-its. She let them fall on the table with a thump. “She’s been around awhile.”

			Eloise still couldn’t get over her surprise that Finley could occasionally see what Eloise could see.

			Eloise’s twenty-year-old granddaughter had also, apparently, moved in—much to Eloise’s daughter Amanda’s very great displeasure. Finley was attending Sacred Heart College, a small private university just on the outskirts of The Hollows. Amanda had worked tirelessly to keep Finley away from The Hollows. (At best, it’s a social and cultural void. At worst, it’s a hell mouth.) Amanda had also tried to keep her distance from Eloise’s “situation.” (It’s not your fault, Mom. But it’s toxic for everyone around you. You must see that.)

			“I’m not sure,” said Eloise.

			“She looks familiar,” said Finley. “Energetically speaking. She feels known to me. Do you know what I mean?”

			Eloise smiled. She knew exactly what her granddaughter meant.

			“Do you have class today?” Eloise asked.

			Finley nodded, walked over to the refrigerator. She’d been with Eloise only a few months. But it felt as if Finley had always been around. The house was happy; there was the energy of a family again. Eloise didn’t realize how much she hated living alone until Finley had arrived. Not that she had been living alone, exactly. She heard the woman in the black dress march down the hall.

			“She’s angry,” said Finley. She’d cocked her ear toward the sound. “She’s got an axe to grind.”

			Finley was a pre-med student, planning to go on for her doctorate in psychiatry. An interesting choice of profession for a psychic medium, if ever there was one. How Finley could concentrate on her studies was beyond Eloise. But the girl was more native to their “situation” than Eloise was; that was clear. What was still painful and hard for Eloise seemed to come easily to her young granddaughter. Finley took it in stride, didn’t seem put out in the least by the woman in the black dress. The girl clanged about the kitchen, making breakfast for the two of them.

			“Are you going to Google her?” she asked Eloise.

			Finley popped a pod into the new coffeepot her mother had sent—a sleek, space-age-looking thing. Eloise was mortified by the machine. It was ridiculously loud and what a waste, those spent aluminum pods! Finley dutifully put the used pods into a bag that was then shipped off to a recycling facility. Still, what about the plastic envelope? Was that, too, recycled? Eloise kept her mouth shut about it, though. People didn’t love their habits scrutinized, and Finley was an adult now.

			“No,” said Eloise. “I think I’ll go see Joy at The Hollows Historical Society. She’s good at this sort of thing.”

			Finley nodded her agreement. Technology had made Eloise’s job so much easier. When her abilities had turned on in the mid-eighties, she hadn’t had the internet. She had the television—but of course, there were no twenty-four-hour national and international cable news channels like there were now. She’d had microfiche at the library, access to other area newspapers with that. And Agatha Cross, her mentor and a celebrity psychic, had created a kind of network between people who did what they did. Information was shared—crackly late-night phone calls, hushed meetings in highway diners, parking garage assignations—and it was very effective. There was even a sketch artist who sometimes helped put faces out into The Net (as Agatha called it back then, nothing if not prescient). And there was a selection of law enforcement folks around the country who were believers.

			All of it worked, somehow, if often too slowly. But today it was as simple as typing a few words on a keyboard. Lightning fast. Tremendously effective. But it was far lonelier. The idea of “the psychic” had grown mainstream, had been popularized in television and film. But Eloise had been feeling more isolated than ever until Finley came.

			Finley made breakfast in the mornings, though Eloise had never asked it of her. But on her first morning there, Finley had simply come down to the kitchen and made eggs, and had been doing it every morning since. Eloise thought about telling her to stop. Eloise would have enjoyed taking care of Finley—making her meals, doing her laundry, tidying her room. Eloise missed that about having a family, the caretaking. Even though it seemed very old-fashioned now, a lost art, there was something deeply satisfying about making a home, and seeing that the people you loved were cared for in the simplest but most important ways: a clean and orderly house, good, simply prepared food on the table, laundered clothes folded and ready to be put away.

			But Finley, too, had the urge to take care. Eloise knew that it made her feel grown up to do things in the house, to do things for Eloise. So Eloise let her. Eloise had to admit that as nice as it was to take care of someone, it was also nice to have someone taking care of her.

			Eloise did, however, pack Finley’s lunch while she was in the shower: a chicken salad sandwich (leftovers from the one they’d roasted last night), a shiny Granny Smith apple, some baby carrots, a crinkly bag of kettle chips (her granddaughter’s favorite), and a piece of homemade banana bread. She’d also started doing that on the first day and had done it every day since.

			“Wow,” said Finley that first morning. Her face was bright with gratitude.

			“Thanks, Mimi!”

			Oh, the girl was a bright light, a beacon in this dark world. It wasn’t just her prettiness or her sweetness. Though she was both of those things, petite with jet hair (which was currently highlighted with hot pink), with eyes so dark and glittery that it was like looking into a night sky alive with stars. She laughed like a fairy, was generous to a fault, had a heart that bled for the world’s lost and broken.

			But it was her wattage, the sheer volume of the energy that Finley gave off, that really scared the bejeezus out of Eloise. It was mesmerizing and powerfully attractive. And Finley was totally unaware of it.

			“She’s nowhere near taking the seat of her own power,” Agatha had said after first meeting Finley. “She doesn’t even know what she is.”

			There had been problems in Seattle; Eloise was not clear on what those problems were. She hadn’t pried, though she thought there might be a boy and that it had something to do with him. Whatever the case, they were problems that Amanda and her ex-husband Philip couldn’t handle. Hence, Finley’s decision to come to The Hollows and live with Eloise. Amanda was livid at both of them. But Eloise sensed that she was also relieved. Amanda was way out of her league with Finley, and smart enough to know it.

			Finley came back downstairs and loaded up her backpack, including her packed lunch (which earned Eloise a big kiss and hug). Eloise walked her out and kept her mouth firmly pressed shut as the girl donned her helmet and climbed onto her motorcycle.

			Amanda did not want Finley to have the Harley-Davidson Sportster that Phil had purchased for their daughter. The battle was multilayered and epic, spanning the distance between Seattle and The Hollows. But in the end, Finley had her way. Or was it Phil that had his? She’s her father’s daughter, Amanda had said bitterly. Eloise tried to stay out of it.

			Eloise touched the glinting handlebars. The machine was shiny and tough. Eloise herself had never been on a motorcycle, and she had to admit that she was curious. But she was far too old for something like that now, wasn’t she?

			“Have you spoken to your mother?” Eloise asked.

			“I talked to her last night,” said Finley, with a roll of her eyes.

			“She’s worried about you,” said Eloise. “Riding this thing.”

			“She’s worried about not having control over me.” The features on Finley’s face turned to granite when she talked about Amanda. It made Eloise sad. “She can’t stand it when she’s not in control.”

			There was some truth to that. Amanda was anxious and controlling. She had been that way since the accident. The morning that Alfie and Emily died had changed Amanda and Eloise both—and not for the better. Finley was too young to understand how desperately you wanted to control the whole world when you were a parent.

			She was also too young to understand how her father was manipulating her with presents. He’d always done that, cast himself as the fun one, the easy one, the one to give money and gifts even when it destabilized. Amanda who was the stickler, the rule maker, the limit setter, came off looking like the bad guy. So now Finley and Phil were pals; Amanda was persona non grata. Somehow Alfie, Finley’s younger brother, had managed to avoid drama with everyone.

			“If they weren’t fighting about this, they’d be fighting about something else,” Finley said, intuiting the direction of Eloise thoughts. “It’s the only way they can connect. Fighting or fucking. They still sleep together, you know, Mimi.”

			Eloise had felt a prim shock at that piece of news—and at her granddaughter’s foul language.

			“Finley, Mimi did not need to know that. And please watch your language around your poor old grandmother.”

			“Sorry.” Just the shade of a smile; someone else probably wouldn’t have seen it.

			The girl wasn’t sorry. She enjoyed shocking people; it gave her a little thrill of amusement. Finley knew too much, saw too much. And she shared her father’s irreverence for the things most people took seriously—like physical safety and marital vows. Philip thought that the world was a big cosmic joke. Eloise hoped that he wouldn’t find himself the brunt of that joke at some point. And she prayed that it wouldn’t be at Finley’s or Amanda’s expense.

			“Drive carefully,” said Eloise.

			Eloise had a lump of unease in her throat. If ever there was a dare to the physical world, it was a motorcycle. It was like asking to get torn limb from limb. Finley was too far removed from the car accident that took the lives of her aunt and her grandfather. She didn’t get it. But Eloise would never, ever forget the sound, the impact of metal on metal, on concrete, on delicate flesh. She smiled at her granddaughter, tried not to look anxious and worried.

			“I’m always careful,” said Finley solemnly. “I promise.”

			Eloise knew that her granddaughter was. But she also knew that it wasn’t nearly enough. Eloise took comfort in the understanding that Finley had a lot of work to do. She was needed. Maybe that would keep her safe for a time. And maybe on some level, Finley knew that, too. That she could push the edges, peer over into the darkness, and get yanked back by some divine bungee cord.

			Finley gunned the engine on the Harley and gave her grandmother a winning smile, then snapped the visor down. Eloise watched helplessly as her slender granddaughter raced away down the same road where Alfie and Emily had died nearly thirty years ago. There was no point in dwelling on it. She went back inside.

			The woman in the black dress was gone.

			•    •    •

			Eloise drove her Prius to see Joy Martin. The Hollows Historical Society made its home in a red house off the main square in an area residents referred to as SoHo, or South Hollows. Any initial resistance to the ongoing gentrification in the town had been weak and short lived. The downtown area had gone from rundown and depressed, populated by just-holding-on mom-and-pop businesses to thriving boutiques and coffee shops, a yoga studio, a bookstore, even a gelateria.

			Great tracts of land had been sold off by the children of old Hollows families, and sprawling homes and McMansion developments now characterized the outer regions of the town. The developers had promised a gold rush of money and an influx of wealthy folks, and they had not lied. Even the downturn didn’t really hurt The Hollows. The money came early in the new millennium and it had stayed.

			The Hollows Historical Society, once housed in a single back room of the old library, now had its own home—a beautifully restored three-story Victorian.

			“Suddenly it’s very hip to be historic,” Joy Martin, president of the HHS, had recently quipped. “These city people love to think they’ve bought a little bit of Americana.”

			Today, they sat at the long wooden study table in the big library, poring over records and old photos, looking for the woman in the black dress or something that would give Eloise that little jolt, some piece of knowledge she didn’t have before.

			“Just like the old days,” said Joy. “Before you could Google every question in your head and get an answer—right or not.”

			Eloise didn’t share Joy’s disdain for the internet. The way Eloise saw it, it was a mirror of the spiritual universe, every person connected by glittering threads to every other person. The wisdom of the ages was stored in a collective consciousness, a kind of psychic databank. If you talked to enough people, you might find the answers you were seeking. The internet was just a physical manifestation of what had always been there. Access was merely more readily available now.

			Meanwhile, it would be hard to imagine a more modern-looking woman than Joy Martin—slim and polished, tapping at her BlackBerry with manicured thumbs. She had close-cropped blonde hair, a slim figure forever clung to by a pencil skirt. Her delicate feet were pushed into impossibly high heels, her slightly sheer blouse revealed a lacy camisole. Though Joy couldn’t be much younger than Eloise, she made Eloise feel like a frump. Eloise heard Amanda’s chiding voice, You could at least wear makeup, Mom.

			“Do you have any more information about her?” asked Joy. “Any defining features? Maybe a piece of jewelry?”

			Eloise closed her eyes and tried to bring the woman into her mind. She saw the grim, plain face clearly. No moles or birthmarks, no adornments. Was there anything?

			“No,” said Eloise. “Not yet.”

			Joy wasn’t a Listener. But she was a Sensitive, as Agatha called it, someone with a strong intuitive understanding of people and events. She was a valuable resource as a research librarian with an in-depth knowledge of Hollows history. She seemed to have an uncanny way of guiding researchers in the right direction without much to go on. And Eloise had called upon her many times. But this visit looked like it was going to be a bust.

			Then Eloise came across a drawing she recognized and stopped to look at it. It featured three women in long black dresses, their hair drawn wild as flames, their eyes as dark and menacing as a tiger’s. One wore a wicked smile, the other a grim expression of menace. The third had her mouth open in a scream, her hands clawing at the neck of her dress.

			“The Three Sisters,” said Joy.

			Eloise was well acquainted with the women and their sad stories. Sarah, Abigail, and Patience Good were Eloise’s distant relatives on her mother’s side.

			“The dresses, black, high-necked,” said Eloise. “Not dissimilar to the one the woman in my house is wearing.”

			Joy sat up and looked more closely, then offered a shrug. “It’s hard to say from a drawing. But that would be fairly typical garb for a woman of a certain class. She might have been a seamstress or even a teacher or governess in the late sixteen hundreds.”

			There was a connection between the woman in the black dress and the Good sisters. Eloise could feel that much, but nothing else.

			“Can I check this out of the library?” Eloise said.

			“The drawing?” asked Joy. “It’s just a copy of the original that’s locked in the safe where I keep some of the primary sources. Keep it.”

			Joy stood and rolled her neck, as if working out a kink. “In fact, you can have the original drawing if you want. It belongs to you anyway.”

			Eloise thought about that for a moment. “I’ll take it,” she said. “I’ll make sure it gets back to the safe when I’m done with it.”

			“I’m sorry,” said Joy. “I should have given it to you back when we did our research into your family history.”

			Eloise shook her head, lifted a palm. “I wouldn’t have wanted it then.”

			Joy offered a solemn nod, pressed her lips together, and gave Eloise a hearty pat on the shoulder. Eloise had shed a lot of tears in The Hollows Historical Society library. She had a feeling she would shed a few more before they were done. Joy disappeared into the back and returned with a manila envelope.

			Eloise hesitated a moment. The Three Sisters emitted a powerful, dark energy. Did she want to bring them home? But she finally took the envelope from Joy’s outstretched hand.

			“You okay?” asked Joy.

			“Oh, yes,” said Eloise. She forced a smile. “I’m fine.”

			•    •    •

			When Eloise got home, there was a dead girl on her porch. She was wet, hair spread about her in a halo of filthy ringlets. She wore a lacy pink bra and panties; her skin was moonstone blue.

			Eloise stood over her. Even in hideous death, the girl was a beauty. In Eloise’s experience, physical beauty was quite rare. Many people were attractive enough—maybe pretty or stylish or with a nice figure. Maybe even some combination of all of those things. But there was a particular brand of beauty: the union of a perfectly symmetrical face, a lithe, thin, and toned body, a certain kind of flowing hair.

			It was the ideal toward which every woman strove, and almost none ever attained. God given, never earned by any means, beauty could be a powerful asset. But to possess it was a dangerous thing. Women despised you; men wanted to own you. A certain type of man raged when you asserted ownership of yourself. True beauty was a prize. And everyone wanted it.

			Eloise sat on the porch and watched the girl for a while.

			“I’m sorry for what happened to you,” Eloise said.

			Sometimes that was all they wanted, just someone to acknowledge their pain. But Eloise suspected that there was more to this visit. The girl looked very young, maybe in her early twenties. She was petite, wore a silver chain from which hung the broken half of a heart. The girl’s toes were painted a sparkly hot pink, pedicured.

			Eloise closed her eyes. The wind chimes sang their delicate, discordant little song. The Whispers were loud today. There was a mood.

			She was thinking that when she saw local private detective Jones Cooper pull up in front of her house in his maroon SUV. She felt the usual mingling of pleasure and fatigue she always experienced prior to a visit with Jones. They had a long history together. Longer than he even knew.

			He climbed out of the vehicle and walked, in that way he had, up her drive. It was a confident amble, manly but somehow humble. He had his hands in the pockets of his barn jacket. He was looking well, thinner. Though he hadn’t mentioned it, Eloise knew that he’d been struggling to lose weight since his doctor told him that he was too big, that with his high blood pressure it was a health concern. He had to lose thirty pounds. He’d lost ten, and Eloise figured he’d probably lose about five more. But that was it. The man liked to eat. Junk food was the only drug he had, and he wasn’t going to be able to give it up completely.

			“How are you?” she called.

			She looked down, but the girl was gone.

			“I’m okay,” he said, sounding mildly surprised about it. For Jones Cooper, that was a rave.

			He came to stand before the three steps that led up to her porch. He toed the loose piece of wood there. He was like that. Always inspecting, figuring out what needed to be fixed. Then he fixed it. That was his way.

			“Got a minute?” he asked.

			She stood and opened the door for them; it creaked on its hinges. Jones inspected it. She half expected him to pull an oiling can out of his pocket. She walked inside and he followed.

			“Are you here about the girl?” she asked, casting him a glance in the hallway mirror as they passed.

			He squinted at her, turned up the corners of his mouth. They had a strange relationship. She made him very uncomfortable. He didn’t want to believe in her. But he did.

			“I’m here about a girl,” he said.

			They had worked together on and off since Ray had gone traveling to spend time with his kids, to make amends, build the relationships he hadn’t when they were small. Ray hadn’t closed down the business that he and Eloise shared, but they were taking a hiatus. He was checking messages and emails, keeping in touch with Eloise. They were making referrals to other people who did the kind of work they did. It was a good thing; he was happy. But she missed him. He wanted her to come meet him in San Francisco, see how she liked it out there. She was thinking about it. Finley had taught them how to Skype, which they did a couple of times a week. She dreamed about him a lot.

			Jones Cooper’s private investigation business occupied the space that Ray Muldune had left. The Hollows didn’t like a void. It filled in empty spaces. And it wasn’t about to let Eloise off the hook. Not yet.

			“You’re looking good, Eloise,” Jones said.

			He sat at her kitchen table while she brewed some coffee. He meant that she didn’t look as if she were on death’s door, which is how she’d been looking for a time. She had gained weight, was stronger overall. She was off the various medications she had been taking. Since Ray had gone, and Finley came, she had been working less. The visitors she had now were the first to come in a while. Agatha called it a Breather—a break in the visions, the visits. Sometimes whatever it is gives you a little time off, usually when you’re right about at the limit of what you can endure.

			Jones laid a photograph out on the table, turned it toward her when she brought the coffee over. It was a professional image—a beauty shot, as they called it—of the girl Eloise had seen on her porch.

			Eloise stared awhile, got a little more information. The girl had been a model. Not a runway model, but someone you might see in catalogs or in advertisements. The girl had been disappointed about it, thought she’d be one of the superstars. All her life, she’d been told how gorgeous she was—by her parents, strangers, and, of course, boys. The modeling agencies were the first ones ever to point out her “flaws”—too short, could lose ten pounds, face too heart-shaped, breasts too large. Pretty, yes, but in a common way. Nothing special. All those words, they stung, they stayed. She felt like meat—not filet, but chuck.

			“What?” asked Jones, interrupting her thoughts.

			“She was disappointed,” said Eloise. She touched the photograph. “Unhappy.”

			He gave her that look he had, a kind of annoyed puzzling. He ran a hand over his brown hair, which was rapidly growing gray.

			“Depression,” said Jones with a conceding nod of his head. “She suffered from an anxiety disorder.”

			Yes, Eloise could feel that. “Who’s the client?”

			“Her father,” said Jones. “He said that the man who killed her got away with it. The father has been tracking the suspect for a year, and it led him to The Hollows.”

			“What does he want?” asked Eloise. She always asked that question. Because people wanted all sorts of things, not always what you might expect.

			Jones was looking at the water stain on her ceiling.

			“He says that he’s spent the last year gathering evidence,” said Jones. “Apparently there’s a detective and a prosecutor who both want the guy for it, they just don’t have anything on him. There’s no physical evidence tying him to the crime. The father—Roger Asher—wants me to tail the suspect.”

			Help him, said the voice that wasn’t a voice.

			“It sounds pretty straightforward,” said Eloise. “What’s your hesitation?”

			Jones wouldn’t be sitting at Eloise’s kitchen table if there weren’t a problem. He only came to her when something was bothering him.

			“The father sounds,” said Jones, pausing, searching for the right words, “consumed. Consumed to the point of being unstable.”

			Eloise considered this.

			“Would you not be consumed if you were looking for justice for your murdered child?”

			He nodded his head musingly, looked off into the distance.

			“Yeah,” he said. “I would. But there’s something off.”

			Eloise remembered all too well how consumed she’d been with seeing the man who’d killed Emily and Alfie brought to justice. She’d been able to think of little else. Night after night, she’d lain awake, thinking the darkest thoughts, imagining the most heinous fates for Barney Croft. In the end, she’d found her way to forgiveness. And Barney Croft had been sent to prison. But what if he’d gotten away with it? Who would she be today?

			“I’m worried that he wants something other than justice,” said Jones. “I’m worried that he wants revenge.”

			“Help him,” said Eloise.

			“Help him get revenge?” asked Jones with a frown.

			Eloise locked Jones in a look that she hoped properly conveyed her annoyance. But Jones just smiled at her in the sheepish way he had. He was a charming man—when he wanted to be.

			“Just help him,” said Eloise.

			Jones held her eyes a moment, then looked away. He wasn’t stupid or an oaf. But like most men she’d known (not Alfie), he was slow to understand some of the finer points, the more delicate layers.

			“Why did you come to me?” she asked.

			Jones looked down at his cup, clinked his gold wedding band on the rim. He didn’t want to answer.

			Then, “I just had this feeling that I should come talk to you.”

			Now it was her turn to smile. When they’d first met years ago, he’d politely kicked her out of his house, basically telling her that he thought she was a crackpot or a fraud. He’d come a long way since then.

			He took something out of his pocket and set it on the table with a soft click. It was a silver necklace. Dangling from the chain was a small broken half heart. It was cheap, the kind worn by teenagers, a trinket that best friends or a boyfriend and girlfriend might exchange. She picked it up and felt a terrible rush of sadness. She put it back down quickly.

			“This belonged to her?” asked Eloise. As if she had to ask.

			Jones nodded. “Her name was Michelle Asher. They pulled her body from the East River. She was wearing this.”

			They both stared at it a minute.

			“Will you help?” he asked. “Do you want to?”

			He was always respectful that way. Ray always just assumed that she was in for whatever came his way.

			“I’ll help,” she said.

			He smiled briefly, then it vanished from his face. Back to that impassive, hard-to-read expression that was his default.

			“I’ll split the fee,” he said. “As usual.”

			They didn’t usually talk about money.

			“You started billing?” she asked. She knew he didn’t like taking payment for what he did. He didn’t need the money. He had his retirement pension from The Hollows Police Department. And his wife was a successful therapist. Accepting money cheapened the work for him. It also made him beholden to the client. And Jones Cooper was not a man who liked being beholden to anyone.

			“Maggie made me,” he said.

			His wife, Maggie, really was Jones’s better half. A child and family psychologist, a native of The Hollows, and just a good, strong woman, she’d helped a lot of people find their way. Maggie and Eloise also had a long history. Longer than Maggie knew—until recently.

			“How’s your mother-in-law doing?”

			Eloise knew that Elizabeth Monroe, former Hollows High School principal and longtime friend, had been ailing. After a bad fall some years back, she hadn’t been the same.

			“Old and cranky as ever,” said Jones. “But she’s holding her own.”

			Elizabeth was a tough old bird, and she and Jones knocked heads quite a bit, but there was love there, too.

			They sat a minute. Jones drained his cup.

			“You do your thing?” he said. “I’ll do mine?”

			“Sounds like a plan.”

			Jones looked at her oddly. That was Finley’s phrase. Since the girl had moved in, Eloise had found herself using new words like, “Seriously?” delivered in that flat, sarcastic way. And, “Whatevs” supposedly to indicate a disdainful laissez-faire attitude.

			“You sound like Ricky,” said Jones. “Of course, I’m not supposed to call him that anymore. It’s Rick now.”

			Ricky was Jones’s son who was just about to graduate from Georgetown University.

			“Did I tell you?” asked Jones. “He wants to be a shrink like his mother.”

			There was a twinkle to Jones that wasn’t there a moment ago. It was fatherly pride.

			“That’s wonderful,” said Eloise. “You must be so proud of him.”

			She could see it in Ricky, that concern for others that Maggie possessed. Jones had it, too, but the energy was slightly different. He wasn’t a Sensitive. But he was a man who saw everything. He was a fixer, a controller.

			Jones got up and carried their empty cups over to the sink, rinsed them both, and put them in the rack on the counter.

			“I’m just glad we didn’t dump a quarter mil into that place only to find out he wanted to join a rock band.” Now he wore a bit of a frown.

			Ricky was also an accomplished guitar player, and he did in fact play in a semisuccessful band that worked around the DC area. Ricky was musical, a creative. Free in a way that Jones had facilitated but couldn’t understand. He was threatened by it, envied it. What did you want to do, Jones Cooper, that you pressed down deep? Eloise wondered.

			He moved toward the door, and Eloise followed. Out on the porch, the girl was gone. Usually, Eloise had to go looking for people. If Jones hadn’t showed up, she’d probably have found herself seeking him out not really knowing why. It was rare that the answer came to her doorstep. Her relationship to Jones was evolving and influencing her work. It was that way with Ray, too. But her occasional work with Jones felt different. In fact, a number of things were changing. She needed to talk to Agatha.

			“I saw that grandkid of yours,” said Jones. He moved down the steps and stood on the path, looking up at Eloise. “She drives her bike too fast.”

			Eloise sighed, gazed up at that cloudy sky, felt the cool air on her skin. “I know,” she said. “I know.”

			•    •    •

			The woman in the black dress was getting louder, stomping a bit more. Eloise had to listen to her pacing the hallway all night. And when dawn broke, she felt exhausted from her fitful night. This morning, the woman in the black dress was standing in the kitchen pointing at Eloise. And Eloise was starting to lose her patience.

			“I don’t like her,” said Finley.

			“It’s better if we don’t judge,” said Eloise.

			Finley swallowed a bit of eggs, then looked over at the woman in the black dress. “She has a bad vibe. Tell her to go.”

			Agatha had told Finley that it was within in her power to ask people to leave. Of course, she had told Eloise the same thing. But Eloise didn’t do it very often. Only once, in fact. She’d asked The Burning Girl to leave. But over the years, The Burning Girl had visited a number of times. Eloise had tried to help her, even though she knew she shouldn’t. The Burning Girl was a black hole; she’d suck Eloise right in if she could.

			Eloise sat down at the table with the plate Finley had made her and began eating.

			“Mimi,” Finley said after a moment. She put down her fork on the plate with an annoyed clink. “You can’t just let her stand there like that.”

			It was getting a little uncomfortable. Still, there was a reason for the visit. It was Eloise’s job to figure out what it was. Finley pushed her chair back and stood in front of the woman in the black dress.

			“Please go,” she said. “Now.”

			“Finley.”

			But the woman in the black dress turned her back and walked away. She began pacing the hall again, stomping those hard little heels. Finley sat back down, continued her breakfast.

			“She can’t just stand there like that, pointing,” the girl said. “Who does she think she is?”

			“She’s angry,” said Eloise. “Somebody took something from her.”

			The image of The Three Sisters came vividly to mind. Eloise saw them: Abigail, the wild one; Sarah, the one who asked too many questions; Patience, the beautiful one. They were the daughters of the Reverend Good, and they lived in The Hollows in the late 1600s. It was not a good time to be wild, to ask questions, to be bewitchingly pretty.

			“Why is she just getting an attitude about it now?” asked Finley. “She’s obviously been around awhile.”

			Eloise didn’t know the answer to that. “Everything has its season.”

			Eloise got up and took the manila envelope she’d left on the counter, walked it over to Finley. She slipped the drawing out and handed it to her granddaughter.

			“Whoa,” said the girl. She stared at it for a long time.

			Eloise cleared the dishes and waited. Finley didn’t say anything until everything was done, and Eloise had poured more coffee and returned to her seat. Then she turned those glittery eyes on Eloise.

			“I know them,” said Finley. “I’ve dreamt about them. They were witches.”

			“So-called, yes,” said Eloise. “But they were probably just like us.”

			Finley shook her head. “No,” she said. “They were different from us.”

			Eloise frowned at her granddaughter. “How so?”

			Years ago, at Agatha’s insistence, Eloise visited The Hollows Historical Society for the very first time. The HHS had just moved into the Victorian, and Joy Martin had just taken her place as president and head librarian, though she’d been doing the work for some time. Agatha had been certain that Eloise would find a host of colorful characters in her genealogy. Eloise’s power had almost certainly been passed down through a long line of mystics, Agatha insisted, and was certainly not the result of a head injury, as Eloise had believed. Agatha had not been wrong.

			Eloise learned about The Three Sisters. Another distant cousin had been a fortune-teller. Her mother had been diagnosed with schizophrenia, which Agatha said was often the case when people didn’t understand what was happening to them and didn’t accept it. It drove them insane. Eloise’s aunt, who helped raise her and then disappeared, worked as a psychic healer in New Mexico until her death. Eloise had also discovered that her lineage crossed with Jones’s mother-in-law, hence the connection there.

			“Abigail was a telekinetic,” said Finley now. “She could move things with her mind. Sarah could predict the future. And Patience, she was more like us. She could communicate with the dead, had visions.”

			Eloise didn’t say anything, just let Finley go on.

			“Their mother taught them to hide their powers,” said Finley. “She knew how dangerous it was. They were very, very powerful.”

			“Yes,” said Eloise. “And of course, then as now, no one likes female power.”

			“They were burned at the stake,” said Finley. Her eyes had filled with tears. “All of them.”

			“That’s right,” said Eloise.

			A familiar notch in her throat—sadness, anger, a kind of helpless sense of injustice. The Three Sisters were just children, twelve, fourteen, and sixteen, when they were tried and convicted as witches.

			“You think the woman in the black dress has something to do with them?”

			“I do,” said Eloise. “But I don’t know what yet. I haven’t found any information on her.”

			Finley wiped her eyes and stood. “I’ll Google today,” she said, all business. She walked out of the kitchen. And for the first time Eloise wondered if Finley was as easy with all of it as she seemed. Maybe it was taking its toll in other ways.

			•    •    •

			Michelle Asher was lying on the porch again when Eloise saw Finley to her motorcycle. Eloise could tell that Finley didn’t see Michelle, as she marched by to her motorcycle. Finley threw one slender leg over the bike and slid on easily as Eloise watched. The tall oak tree whispered. The sky was a threatening gunmetal. Eloise considered what words of caution Finley might actually hear over the din of her own youthful, arrogant thoughts.

			“Don’t tell me to be careful, Mimi,” said Finley gently. She put her helmet on. It was shiny black, with hot pink flames. “I will be.”

			Eloise looked right into Finley’s eyes. She lifted a hand to the girl’s cheek but instead wound up touching the hard, cold surface of the helmet.

			“I’ve heard that you’re driving too fast,” said Eloise. “Slow it down.”

			Finley looked away from Eloise for a moment, then back, offering a wide, winning smile. But there was something behind it, something wild. Something that didn’t want to be tamed.

			Eloise had only recently discovered that the girl’s arms were becoming sleeves of tattoos—richly colored dragons and fairies, butterflies, graveyards, mysterious-looking women in long gowns, dark shadowy figures of men and ghouls, a witch burning at the stake, a vicious dog on a chain. Eloise had surprised Finley one afternoon as the girl had been coming out of the bathroom in a towel. Eloise wasn’t supposed to be at home; her regular meeting at The Hollows Historical Society had been canceled. Eloise wasn’t sure what she’d found more shocking, the tattoos or the fact that Finley had been hiding them under long sleeves.

			“Oh, Finley,” Eloise had said before she could stop herself. She actually got a little choked up. “Your beautiful skin.”

			Finley flushed. “I’m sorry, Mimi,” she said. “This is me. This is who I am.”

			Eloise wasn’t sure what that meant.

			Some of the art, which was snaking slowly up Finley’s shoulders, was just a black outline.

			“It’s a work in progress,” said Finley. Eloise had put her hand on her granddaughter.

			“Meaning you’re getting more?” asked Eloise. “When are you going to stop?”

			Finley had lifted a defiant chin. “When the outside looks like how I feel on the inside.”

			Eloise considered this. Yes, her inner life must be very different from her outer life. Eloise could certainly relate to that. The world of the spirit was separate altogether from the world of the body.

			“Okay, dear,” she forced herself to say. “I understand.”

			Finley had rushed off after that. And they hadn’t discussed it again. Eloise certainly wasn’t going to harp on it the way Amanda surely would. Then Eloise would be just another person driving Finley away, and the girl needed a safe haven. That’s why she was here. She needed Eloise and Agatha to usher her to the seat of her power.

			“Okay, Mimi,” Finley said now. With the twist of a key and a hard step with Finley’s right foot, the engine rumbled to life. “I’ll slow down.”

			It did seem as if the girl was trying to pull more slowly down the street. But once Finley was out of sight, Eloise heard her gun the engine. Then the wild roar of the motorcycle picking up speed. She sighed. I do not seek to control things that cannot be controlled. A lovely and completely useless mantra that Eloise tried repeating to herself when she was feeling helpless. It did not work. At all.

			•    •    •

			Eloise returned to the porch to sit with the dead girl. Michelle Asher. Once she learned a name, she tried to force herself to use it. Though names didn’t mean much in a universal sense. They were creations of the flesh, not of the spirit, which existed without a name.

			It didn’t take long before Eloise was standing in a nicely appointed darkened room. Big windows revealed a stunning view of New York City, and the room smelled of peppermint and cedar. Michelle was alone, lying naked on a low platform bed. She held a smartphone in her hand. She dialed and put it to her ear.

			“Hey,” she said. “It’s me. Why haven’t you called me? I’ve been waiting for you. Call me back.”

			Michelle ended the call with a sigh, tossing the phone down onto the bed. She rose and walked over to the floor-to-ceiling window, stood naked, looking out. The silhouette of her body was a perfect, compact hourglass against the glittering night.

			She seemed to have a sudden thought, moved back over to the bed. She grabbed the phone and quickly dialed.

			“You know,” she said. She sounded a little edgier. “I’m getting a little sick of this. I’m not going to wait forever.”

			She sighed again, her face cast in the glow of the phone, a siren wailing down a distant street outside. Eloise saw a helicopter drift past up high.

			“I thought you loved me. You said you did.”

			Michelle ended the call again and started to cry. It started small but then grew. The sound that emitted from the girl cut through Eloise, who stood in the shadows. A wail of pure despair, it came from someplace deep inside. It was a hole that had opened long before this moment. Everything in her life was disappearing into it.

			“It’s okay,” Eloise whispered. “Don’t cry. You’ll be all right.”

			Of course, Michelle didn’t hear. They could never hear Eloise. She was a watcher, an observer. A Listener. Nothing more.

			After a bit, the girl seemed to pull herself together. She dressed quickly, grabbed her phone and her bag, and left the apartment.

			Then they were on the sidewalk, Eloise hustling to keep up with her. She wasn’t so familiar with New York City, but she figured they were somewhere downtown. It was quiet, almost deserted with wide buildings and cobblestone streets. She looked around at signs. Hudson Street. Finally, the girl hailed the lone cab that bounced over the uneven, potholed surface of the road. A quick cab ride brought them to the Bowery and Fifth Street. A sleek new structure reached above the sagging postwar buildings around it.

			Michelle rang the buzzer, once, twice, three times.

			“Hello,” a groggy male voice.

			“It’s me,” she said. “Michelle.”

			Silence. Then, “What are you doing here?”

			“Who’s up there with you?” she said, her voice shrill.

			“Shell,” he said, exasperated. “No one.”

			“Then let me up,” she said. A dare.

			There was another long pause. The girl shifted from foot to foot, hands dug deep in the pockets of her jacket. The avenue was quiet, just a few cars racing past. There was a ruckus from the bar across the street. “Walk” turned to “Don’t Walk.”

			“Just go home, honey,” said Eloise. “He’s not worth it.”

			The buzzer sounded then, and she pushed the door open. They were in a plain foyer, rows of metal mailboxes, a gray leather bench, some artsy installation that looked like someone had tacked half eggshells on the wall.

			In the elevator, Michelle’s breathing was shallow. She was a wreck, hair wild, mascara in thick smears under her eyes. She was still pretty, though, fragile and lovely as a doll. Eloise could feel her desperation, her twitching anxiety. She wanted to put her arms around the girl and hold her tight.

			“Call a friend,” Eloise said. “Someone who loves you and can talk you out of this.”

			Michelle walked out into the hallway, gray tile floors, white walls, slick brushed metal sconces casting an amber light. A door clicked open at the far end of the hall.

			“It’s midnight, Michelle,” he said. He held the door open for her, and then they were in his small studio apartment. A bachelor’s mess, pizza box on the counter, magazines piled on the floor. The dishes in the sink were piled high; a laptop sat open on a stand-up desk.

			“You stood me up,” she said.

			“No,” he said, lifting a palm. “I said maybe we would get together tonight. I had to work late.”

			“Bullshit,” she said. “Stop playing games.”

			“I’m not,” he said.

			But Eloise could see that he was playing games, that it was all he ever did. He ran a hand through his careless blond waves, looked at her through striking green eyes. He was bare-chested, every muscle sculpted and defined. He was used to playing games, enjoyed it a little. He liked to lead them on, and then look on helpless and confused as they fell off the edge. He had a nose for the vulnerable ones, those that needed to be loved. Eloise knew his type. Predators often came in the most beautiful packages, and they wanted all sorts of things from their prey.

			“Come here,” he said. His voice was gentle, coaxing. “Have you been crying? I’m sorry.”

			“No,” said Eloise firmly. “Walk out of here and don’t come back.”

			But then Michelle was in his arms. Eloise watched as Michelle shed her purse and jacket. They fell to the floor in a heap. He pushed her hair back, pressed his mouth against hers. He pushed off her shirt, unstrapped her bra, ran strong hands down her back. She melted into him, moaned as he took her breast into his mouth. And then they were on the bed, she astride him, head back. His hands gripped her hips, drawing her in and back in the rhythm of pleasure.

			“Oh, Michelle,” he whispered. “You’re so beautiful. I love you.”

			Michelle released a deep, breathy moan. Exactly what she needed to hear, the only thing she wanted. Eloise could feel the charge of Michelle’s relief, the filling of that emptiness inside. It didn’t even matter if it wasn’t true. The girl just needed someone to say it. She needed it so desperately.

			Then Eloise left, and found herself still on the porch. Michelle was gone. Eloise sat awhile, wondering about that emptiness inside Michelle, that place that needed to be filled.

			•    •    •

			Finley and Eloise took the Prius to have dinner with Agatha. Finley offered to drive Eloise on the motorcycle, maybe sensing her grandmother’s curiosity with the machine. But Eloise had declined. Imagine if Amanda had discovered that Eloise was riding around on the back of Finley’s motorcycle. Amanda would “stroke out,” as Finley liked to say. Imagine if anyone saw her. Eloise was already such a circus freak.

			Eloise tried to set an example of safe driving—keeping to the speed limit, making full stops at signs. But Finley just tapped away on her iPhone, oblivious.

			“So, how did you know so much about The Three Sisters?” Eloise asked. She’d been wondering about it. Eloise wasn’t sure if Finley had already done the research, or if they were known to her. She didn’t remember mentioning them.

			Finley stopped tapping, didn’t say anything right away. She kept staring at the screen. What was it that people saw in those devices? They absolutely confounded Eloise. She had a flip phone at Amanda’s insistence, but she’d used it only once, when her car broke down. It did come in handy then. But really, how could people just walk around all day with those things in their hands? In front of their faces? Always taking pictures of everything they saw and of themselves. Did anybody see what was in front of them anymore, or was the whole world being metabolized through a little screen? Eloise waited, wondering if Finley had heard her at all.

			“I’ve been seeing them since I was a kid,” she said finally. “I didn’t realize who they were until today.”

			“You never mentioned them,” said Eloise. Eloise had never seen them herself. Even after she knew their story, they did not visit her.

			Finley didn’t say anything, just looked at the road ahead. Then, “They’re not like the others.”

			Eloise felt a little chill crawl up her spine.

			“What are they like?”

			Finley was unusually reticent. She and Eloise normally discussed everything at great length. When Finley first arrived, the floodgates opened wide. Everything poor Finley had been holding inside, hiding, afraid of, couldn’t share with her parents came pouring out to Eloise and to Agatha. And Eloise had shared everything she knew, had learned, much of what she’d experienced. She had even learned quite a bit from Finley, who was a native speaker. Eloise never sensed that Finley had held anything back.

			“When I was little,” she said, “they used to get me in trouble.”

			Eloise felt a notch of fear in her throat.

			“Not just when I was little,” Finley said, looking over at Eloise. Her pixie features were grim and pale. “Up until just before I left Seattle.”

			This was news.

			“Is that why you left?” asked Eloise gently. She turned onto Agatha’s drive, pulled up the long, winding road that led to her house. She picked up speed a little, the gravel crunching beneath her tires.

			“That’s part of it,” Finley said. “I thought I could move away from them. Today I realized that they’re here. That they always intended for me to come to The Hollows.”

			Amanda’s instincts to get out of The Hollows, to keep Finley away, had always been so powerful. It was just that she didn’t realize certain things and places couldn’t be fought. The pull of The Hollows was as inexorable as the tides, the phases of the moon. What had Amanda called The Hollows? A hell mouth. Is that what it was? Even Eloise, even Agatha, wasn’t quiet sure what. A vortex, at least, Agatha had posited. An energy center.

			“I see,” said Eloise. She pulled in front of Agatha’s grand white house and shut off the car. “You said that they weren’t like the others.”

			“Right,” said Finley. “It’s not like the ones who come and you know you have to do something for them. They don’t want help. They want other things.”

			“Like The Burning Girl,” said Eloise.

			“Right,” said Finley with a light of recognition. “Sort of like her.”

			Agatha came out onto the porch and waved. Finley shifted off her jacket and yanked her loose right sleeve up. There on the inside of Finley’s arm were The Three Sisters, the image shockingly similar to the one Eloise had brought home from the HHS library.

			“I had this done a while ago,” said Finley. “Just before I came.”

			“Oh,” said Eloise. She shouldn’t be surprised by anything like this. But she was, and not happily.

			“Agatha taught me how to ask them to leave,” she said. “And I did that.”

			“But they’re still with you?”

			“Sometimes,” she said. She offered a little shrug. “I used to love them. They’re so strong, Mimi. So powerful. I never had to be afraid when they were around.”

			Agatha was moving carefully off the porch, holding on to the railing. Eloise suspected that the old woman was into her nineties now. She was slower lately, sometimes even walking with a cane. But Eloise knew better than to jump out and help her. The day I can’t walk on my own is the day I’ll stay home for good.

			“What has been frightening you?” asked Eloise, taking the girl’s hand. She always thought of Finley as a firecracker, fearless and wild. Was it an act? What really had been going on in Seattle?

			“Nothing,” said Finley. She blew out a breath. “Everything. I don’t know, Mimi.”

			Agatha knocked on the window, and they both startled even though they’d seen her coming. Finley rolled it down with a sigh. Agatha’s warm energy and fragrant scent washed into the car.

			“Is this a private session?” asked Agatha. “Or do you girls need some help?”

			•    •    •

			“Unlike a lot of the poor souls that got burned in Salem,” said Agatha, “the Good sisters actually did have powers. Strong ones. Patience was the sweet one. But Abigail and Sarah, they were hell-raisers. They loved to cause trouble.”

			They sat in Agatha’s cavernous, richly appointed dining room. The table could have seated twenty people, maybe more. But it was set for only three, and they gathered at the corner near the stained-glass doors that opened into the chef’s kitchen. A large mirror spanned the wall above and the enormous oak and marble-topped sideboard. Eloise generally avoided her reflection, but today she used the mirror to watch Finley, who was seated beside her.

			“Abigail is the worst of the three,” said Finley. “Sarah just kind of goes along with her. And Patience tries to keep them, and me, out of trouble. But she’s weaker, gets lost when they’re around.”

			“What kind of trouble?” said Eloise.

			“When they first showed up, they were sweet,” said Finley. “They helped me to understand what I was and what I was seeing. Prior to that, I thought everyone was seeing what I was seeing. Then I had this moment with my mother when I realized I was different. I asked her who the woman sitting on our couch was and why did she look so sad. As you can imagine, she freaked. So, from that point forward, I kept my mouth shut. I think I was six. They came that first night. Unlike the others, the sisters talked to me.”

			Finley paused and took a sip of water. A lean young man with white blond hair drifted in from the kitchen and served salad.

			“Arugula with pears, candied walnuts, and goat cheese crumbles,” he said. Then he disappeared.

			“I was just glad to have someone to talk to about the things that were happening to me. They helped me to understand what people wanted, even though as a little kid I really couldn’t do anything for them.”

			Finley paused and heaved a heavy sigh, as if it had all been pressing down on her for years. Eloise was dumbfounded. She’d had no idea about any of this.

			“You know my mom never told me about your abilities, Mimi. Not until the night you hit your head. Then she couldn’t keep it a secret any longer.”

			Finley looked over at Eloise, and Eloise put a steadying hand on her shoulder. Then Finley went on.

			“But slowly, they started making mischief. The first bad thing they did was encourage me to set some magazines on fire in the living room. My dad had left a lighter out after using the fireplace the night before. It wasn’t the fire they wanted so much. As soon as the magazines were burning, I yelled for my mom, and she put them out right away. It was the fight that would ensue between my mother and father afterwards. They loved it when people were arguing.”

			Finley wrapped her arms around her middle, looked down at her plate.

			“Patience was the one who told me you hit your head when I was eight.” Finley looked over at Eloise. “The other two loved it, because my mother went nuts.”

			Finley paused and picked up her fork. Eloise and Finley nibbled at their salads. It was divine, the prefect union of savory and sweet. But Eloise didn’t have much appetite at the moment. Agatha ate with gusto. She apparently knew all of this.

			“They’re Troublemakers,” said Agatha. “Some spirits like this thrive on negative energy—anger, depression, loneliness. They’ll occupy any empty space they find.”

			Finley widened her eyes and nodded. She went on.

			“Later, things got more serious. In high school, one of my teachers had this habit of taking her wedding and engagement rings off and putting them in a little dish on her desk. They were shiny, lots of diamonds. Abigail wanted them, and I told her no. But they wound up in my pocket. I swear I have no memory of taking them, but I must have. When my mother picked up my jeans off the floor, they fell out. I had to tell her what happened. She took me to school the next day, where I had to return the rings to my teacher. Of course, no one believed that I didn’t remember taking them. I was suspended from school, had to start therapy. It was bad.”

			Finley put down her fork, and a single tear drifted down her face. Eloise felt so sad for her and so angry with Amanda for not sharing any of this. Eloise could have helped them, long before now.

			“By the end of high school, I was hanging out with some bad kids. They were kids that Abigail and Sarah were attracted to—hard kids that were in trouble, taking drugs, from abusive homes. But they were funny and cool, and easy to be around. There was a boy that Abigail liked, a kid named Rainer. I liked him, too. And he liked me. But my parents hated him. It was a big battle, lots of drama. And it was weird, like I couldn’t tell if Rainer liked me, or if it was Abigail’s energy that was attracting him.”

			They sat silent as the young man came and cleared the salad plates. Then he returned a moment later with fat, pink jumbo shrimp in beds of ice chips, balancing over the edge of crystal glasses.

			“It just all got to be too much,” said Finley. “Then, in a dream, Patience came to me alone. She said that I had work to do, and that it was time to go live with you, Mimi. That you and Agatha could help me understand what lies ahead of me.”

			Eloise and Agatha both reached for Finley’s hands.

			“We can,” said Agatha. “And we will.”

			“Are they still with you?” Eloise asked. “Do they still talk to you?”

			Finley looked down at the table. “No,” she said. A pause. Then, “No.”

			Agatha and Eloise exchanged a look in the mirror. Behind them, Eloise saw the woman in the black dress. She was pointing again. But Eloise realized that she was pointing at Finley.

			•    •    •

			Later that night, the woman in the black dress woke Eloise with her relentless pacing up and down the hallway. Eloise got out of bed and pulled on her robe, walked out of her bedroom, only to see Finley walking out of hers. The woman in the black dress was gone.

			“Did she wake you?” asked Eloise.

			But Finley didn’t answer Eloise, didn’t even seem to hear her. The girl was dressed, wearing her jacket and carrying her helmet. She walked down the stairs and headed out the front door without a word.

			“Finley,” said Eloise, following. “Where are you going?”

			Finley opened and closed the front door, and Eloise ran to catch up with her. But the girl was already astride her bike, gunning the engine.

			“Finley,” said Eloise again. “What in the world are you doing?”

			It was nearly one in the morning. The girl took off down the street. Eloise waited a moment, considering what she should do. Finley was an adult; she could do what she wanted. But Eloise’s heart was beating hard with fear. The woman in the black dress was standing on the porch, with her clenched fist of a face and her pointing finger. Eloise didn’t have to be told twice. She ran back inside for her purse and keys, then got in her car, still in her nightgown, robe, and slippers. Like a crazy woman, she followed her granddaughter.

			After awhile, Eloise thought she’d lost Finley. But finally, she came across the girl’s parked motorcycle. It stood tilting by the edge of The Hollows Wood. Eloise knew precisely where Finley had gone. It did not come as a surprise at all.

			She pulled her car over, got out, and started hiking through the trees. She knew these woods, had trekked through them all her life. She was not afraid of the dark or the trees. There was far more to fear from people than from whatever might be out here. Usually.

			It didn’t take her long to get to the graveyard, but her slippers were soaked through with damp, and she was covered with leaves. Imagine if anyone saw her out here like this in the middle of the night. What a mess she was.

			She’d been here before with The Burning Girl. The tiny church was just a ruin, little more than two jagged stone walls. It was covered with graffiti. The small, weatherworn gravestones tilted among the wildflowers and tall grass. Finley knelt among them, whispering.

			Eloise was angry at herself for letting Finley’s tough-girl act fool her. The girl was every bit as delicate and sensitive as her mother; Eloise should have seen it. The Three Sisters had their hooks in her because she’d been vulnerable. An unhappy home life, a mother who wanted her to hide and suppress what she was, a grandmother too far away to help her. There were plenty of dark places inside Finley for the sisters to find a home.

			Eloise summoned her inner resources.

			“Finley Montgomery,” she said, in her deepest, sternest voice.

			Finley turned slowly around. Her eyes were blank, her face slack. She didn’t even look like herself.

			“Finley Montgomery,” Eloise said again, lower, deeper.

			The girl stood then, shaking her head. Then she pressed at her eyes with the heels of her hands. It was clear she was disoriented, like someone waking from a very deep sleep.

			“Finley,” said Eloise more gently.

			“Mimi,” she said, looking up. It was just a whisper. “What are we doing here?”

			“You tell me, dear,” said Eloise. “I followed you.”

			“I was dreaming,” she said. Finley looked up at the sky, around at the trees. It was a lovely night, cool but not cold, with a gentle breeze. The Whispers were strong here. Eloise listened.

			“Patience wanted to show me this place. They want to be buried here. But their ashes were fed to dogs. Can you believe that?”

			Eloise wove her way through the overgrown weeds and the gravestones toward her granddaughter.

			“Dogs were believed to be the familiars of witches in the late 1600s,” said Eloise, with a nod. “It was not an uncommon practice.”

			Ignorance and fear were responsible for so much horror in the world. All the most heinous acts throughout history could be linked to those demons.

			“They’re so tired,” said Finley. She looked up at Eloise. Finley looked exhausted as well, and very sad. “They want to rest.”

			Eloise looked around for the sisters, but apparently, they were only for Finley to see.

			“Let’s see what we can do to help them,” said Eloise. She reached Finley and put her arms around the girl, and held on tight.

			“I’m tired, too,” Finley said into Eloise’s shoulder. “Does it get any easier?”

			“It does,” Eloise said truthfully. “When you learn to set your boundaries, when you get right with yourself, it’s a lot easier.”

			Eloise didn’t want to tell Finley that it took her nearly twenty years to do those things. And she didn’t even want to tell her about the failures. Eloise carried those around with her like a sack of boulders. The graveyard made her think of Ella, the child she hadn’t been able to save. Eloise took her granddaughter by the hand and led her out of the woods.

			Back on the road, Eloise made Finley ride in the Prius.

			“What about my bike?” asked Finley. She looked at it with worry.

			“We’ll come back for it in the morning,” said Eloise. “It’ll be fine there.”

			Eloise hoped that someone would steal it. But they couldn’t get that lucky. It stood there shining in the scant moonlight, taunting Eloise. The woman in the black dress stood beside it.

			“Let me ask you,” said Eloise. They were on the way home. “Who really wanted that bike? You or Abigail?”

			“Me,” said Finley without hesitation.

			“Why, Finley?” Eloise asked, unable to keep the exasperated worry out of her voice. “It’s so dangerous.”

			“It’s the only place I can’t hear anything,” said Finley. “It’s the only place I can be alone with my own thoughts. I can’t hear The Whispers. No one can visit me. It’s quiet.”

			Eloise could feel her despair; she knew it too well. “I understand. Let’s work on finding you other quiet places, okay?”

			“Okay,” she said.

			•    •    •

			After Finley was asleep, Eloise called Jones Cooper, even though it was an ungodly hour. He never seemed to mind. In fact, she suspected he missed those late-night calls from his days as a cop. She told him about where they’d left the motorcycle.

			He intuited immediately what she was asking without asking. “You want me to take care of it?”

			She had a momentary pang of guilt. “I do,” she said. “Just temporarily.”

			“I’ll have someone bring it to my place,” he said. “Until you figure it out. Don’t report it stolen, though.”

			“No,” she said. “I won’t.”

			She’d figure something out, but Finley was not getting back on that bike until Eloise understood what the woman in black wanted.

			“About the other matter,” he said. “Did you get anything?”

			Eloise told him about her visit with Michelle. Jones listened.

			When she was done, he said, “I was thinking you might want to take a drive with me tomorrow—well, today. In the afternoon.”

			“Sure,” she said.

			“I’ll pick you up around two,” said Jones. “Get some sleep.”

			When she hung up, she was alone. The woman in the black dress was gone. There was no sign of Michelle Asher. Even The Whispers were quiet. She was done for the night at least. She went upstairs to bed and slept soundly and long.

			•    •    •

			“Alex Dahl was accused of date rape in college,” said Jones. He was a careful driver, hands at ten and two. “But eventually the girl changed her story, said it was consensual after all. Later, when he was in his early twenties working as a personal trainer in Manhattan, he filed charges against a woman who he said was obsessed with him. Turns out, she loaned him several thousand dollars and was trying to get her money back.”

			“Hmm,” said Eloise.

			“When he was questioned for Michelle Asher’s murder,” said Jones, “he claimed that she, too, was obsessed with him, chasing him all over town, showing up at his apartment. His new girlfriend even claimed that Michelle was threatening her.”

			Eloise and Jones were up by the high school, where a big new gym had been erected, The Hollows Athletic Center, or HAC, as the locals referred to it. There were tennis courts and a pool, personal trainers, massage therapists. It was a gleaming glass-and-metal structure as out of place in The Hollows as an alien spaceship. During the week, the parking lot was always empty. But the city weekenders packed the place, the lot full of their late-model Land Rovers and BMWs.

			There were a few cars in the lot as Jones pulled his Explorer in and found a spot toward the edge, under the shade of a big oak tree. There was a good view of a shiny black Charger, a big muscle car.

			“He likes to play games,” Eloise said.

			There was a photo of Alex Dahl on the seat between her and Jones, a candid shot of him walking down a city street. He was tall and svelte, with a powerful jaw and bright green eyes. There was a swagger to him, the confidence of the young and beautiful. There was a blankness, too, a strange emptiness. When Eloise looked at his photograph, she felt a kind of emotional vertigo, as if she were peering over the edge of some precipice with no choice but to imagine falling to her death.

			“He’s an emotional predator,” said Jones.

			Eloise couldn’t disagree with his assessment.

			“But is he a killer?” asked Eloise. “Did he kill Michelle Asher?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Any history of violence?” she asked.

			“What do you think?” asked Jones. He liked to test her. It didn’t bother Eloise. She knew it was about him, not her. His desire to test and probe drove his wife Maggie crazy, though. Eloise should tell him to stop doing it.

			“I’d say not,” she said. “He’s too careful.”

			“No,” said Jones. “There’s nothing. No physical assault. Even the date rape—there was no evidence of force, or anything rough. No stalking, threatening, menacing. Nothing like that.”

			“It doesn’t mean things didn’t get out of hand with Michelle.”

			“No,” agreed Jones. “It doesn’t.”

			Alex strode out of the athletic center looking flushed and healthy, a bounce in his step. He moved quickly to his car, opened the door, and climbed gracefully inside. The engine came to life with a deep rumble, reminding Eloise of the motorcycle. Jones waited briefly before pulling out after Alex, then followed at a distance.

			“What are you going to do about that bike?” Jones read Eloise’s mind sometimes, without being aware that he was doing it. She was starting to think he might be a Sensitive after all.

			“I don’t know yet,” said Eloise. “I gave her my car for school today. She didn’t ask too many questions. I think she was a little shaken after last night.”

			“When she’s ready for it, send her to me,” said Jones.

			That sounded like a good idea, even though Eloise wouldn’t have been able to say why. She was in the business of following her instincts. So she nodded her assent.

			“It’s in my garage,” he said. “Maggie thought I was having a midlife crisis.”

			“Another one?” she said mildly.

			He gave her a surprised smile. “Was that humor? You must be mellowing in your old age.”

			Eloise laughed a little; she did that sometimes when Jones was around. It was another reason she didn’t mind working with him. They moved through the town center, then turned onto the state road that led to the outskirts of The Hollows.

			“He’s working as a personal trainer at HAC,” said Jones. “He’s been here for a month. He’s already seeing someone.”

			“Of course he is,” she said. “He can’t be alone for long.”

			She hadn’t intended to say that, hadn’t even been thinking it. But as soon as it was out of her mouth, she knew it was true.

			“He’s empty,” she said. “He’s looking for a certain kind of woman.”

			“What kind of woman is that precisely?”

			“Someone broken,” she said. “Someone wanting to be fixed. Someone who will give herself over to him.”

			“Was Michelle Asher broken?” he asked. “She was beautiful, successful, financially independent. She had a loving family, good friends.”

			“Broken is on the inside,” said Eloise. “It doesn’t have a lot to do with externals.”

			“Hmm,” said Jones. “Her depression, anxiety disorder.”

			“She was vulnerable,” said Eloise. “Love is an anesthetic. It can help us forget our pain—at first.”

			“But it wears off,” said Jones.

			“And then the pain seems worse than before.”

			The Charger had picked up speed. Alex seemed to be enjoying the winding roads. What was it about young people and speed?

			“I had to tell Roger Asher last night that I didn’t think I was going to get anything on Dahl. I’ve been tailing him for a week. I’ve talked to his ex-girlfriends. I’ve talked to a few of Michelle’s friends, been through all her computer files. It’s clear that the guy is a user, a player. But there’s nothing for me to give to the cops. He has an alibi for the night she died. He was at his new girlfriend’s place—the doorman saw him come and go. There’s supporting video footage.”

			“How did Asher take it?”

			“He took it hard. I think this was his last effort to bring this kid to justice, as Asher saw it.” Eloise could tell by the look on Jones’s face that the encounter had been ugly. “I felt bad for the guy. Talk about broken.”

			The Charger turned onto a rural drive, and Jones pulled over to the side of the road.

			“Then what are we doing here?”

			“I don’t know,” said Jones. He rubbed the bridge of his nose hard with his thumb and forefinger. “I just thought I’d give it one more day, bring you out here, see if you got anything. For whatever reason, I’m having a hard time letting it go.”

			Which was something. Because Jones, unlike some, was not a man to hold on to a lost cause. He wasn’t like Ray. Jones Cooper knew when to walk away.

			“Why don’t we go talk to him?” suggested Eloise. She noticed that a light rain was falling. Jones turned on the wipers. Eloise looked up to see that the trees were glistening in the scant sunlight. It must have been drizzling for a while.

			“And say what?” asked Jones. “Hey, buddy? Did you kill Michelle Asher? Come on, you can tell us.”

			“We might learn something we didn’t know,” she said. “At any rate, you might feel better about moving on from Roger Asher.”

			He considered it a moment. Then, without a word, he put the car in gear. They turned onto the drive and followed the Charger. Eloise felt a prickle of unease.

			•    •    •

			When they got to the clearing at the end of the road, it took Eloise a second to process what she was seeing. There was another vehicle there, too—a beat-up blue Toyota RAV. Standing beside it was a man who looked to be in his late forties, early fifties. He was medium build with a dark, receding hairline. But, at first, it was really only his face that Eloise saw. It was a mask of misery and rage. Then Eloise saw that he held a large semiautomatic weapon in two shaking hands.

			“Oh, shit,” said Jones.

			He stopped the car and leaned over her quickly but not urgently to pop open the glove box. He pulled out his old service revolver, a Smith & Wesson .38 Special. He checked the chamber, then got out of the car before Eloise could stop him. “Stay in the car, Eloise.”

			“Mr. Asher,” said Jones, opening the door.

			His voice carried without being loud, bouncing off the trees. A crow flew off, cawing into the air. Jones stood behind his open door, his own gun concealed. “What’s going on here?”

			Eloise got out on her side, also using her door as a shield (which impressed her as a good idea). Jones shot her an annoyed look of warning, which she ignored. What did he think? That she’d sit in the passenger seat working on her knitting while he got into a gunfight?

			Alex Dahl stood frozen, slack-jawed. His arms were high in the air, and he looked like he might cry.

			“I never hurt her,” he said. His voice was squeaky, faint. “I swear.”

			Eloise was surprised at how young Alex looked and sounded. But he was young, just in his twenties. In the pictures, he looked self-possessed to the point of arrogance. There was none of that here. Fear was a good equalizer, took people down to the basics of their personality.

			“You’re a liar!”

			Roger Asher’s voice was a wail of misery. Tears streamed down his face. He kept lowering and raising the gun, as if it were too heavy for him. Or maybe he couldn’t decide whether to use it or not. The effect was unsettling. Jones jerked just slightly every time he did it. Eloise couldn’t take her eyes off of it, the gun. It looked so cold and unforgiving. With a gun in your hand, mistakes were forever.

			“Hey, Roger,” said Jones easily. “Let’s think this through.”

			“I have thought it through,” said Asher. “I have thought of nothing else.”

			“I never hurt her,” said Alex. “I never did.”

			Jones shot Alex a look, lifted a palm. “Just keep your mouth shut, son.”

			Roger raised the gun again.

			“You’re a user and a manipulator,” Asher said to Dahl. “You think I don’t know your type. Men like you have been sniffing around my daughter all her life. You only want one thing. You used her up.”

			“Hey,” said Alex. There was a flash of something mean across his face. “At least I wasn’t pimping her out to modeling agencies from the time she was twelve years old. Talk about using her up.”

			“What?” said Asher, lifting the gun higher, moving closer. “What did you say to me?”

			“Shut up, Alex,” said Jones. He moved from behind the door and started moving toward Asher. Eloise wanted to stop him, but she was afraid to make a sound. The air vibrated with bad possibilities.

			“Roger, listen to me,” Jones went on. “If you hurt Alex, you’re going to jail. You still have a family who needs you. Your wife, your other daughter. Where’s the justice in creating more heartache for them?”

			Eloise could feel the pain, the conflict coming off of Asher in waves. But all of Eloise’s tension had drained. She was in the right place, doing the right thing. Whatever the outcome, she and Jones had done what they were supposed to do.

			“Just put the gun down, Asher,” said Jones easily. “Let’s talk this through.”

			“He’s not going to get away with what he did to my girl,” Asher said. “I’ve followed the rules, gone through all the right channels. Now, it’s time to deliver justice for Michelle. I’m her father. I have to be the one to stand for her.”

			•    •    •

			Michelle Asher lay at Eloise’s feet. Eloise knelt beside the dead girl, put a hand to her forehead. Asher, Dahl, and Jones, the tense triangle they formed, faded away.

			And then Eloise was walking with Michelle. The girl looked peaceful, almost happy. She had her headphones as she walked the running path that edged along the FDR Drive. The river was a gray swath, the air cold in the quickly setting sun.

			“Hey, Daddy,” she said.

			It took Eloise a second to realize that she was talking into the mouthpiece on her headphone cord.

			“Not much,” she said. “Just heading off to meet Alex for dinner.”

			She wasn’t meeting Alex. He’d told her that he didn’t want to see her anymore, that she was getting too crazy for him. She’d been turned down for a job she wanted that afternoon. She was in a dark place.

			Michelle walked slowly, a slight wobble to her gait. A jogger raced past her, someone fit and strong moving with impossible ease. There was something wrong with Michelle. Didn’t he hear it in her voice, Eloise wondered? It was thick and slurry. Had she been drinking? No, Eloise realized. She’d taken pills—a lot of them.

			“I don’t know,” Michelle said. She gave a girlish giggle that sounded fake and tinny to Eloise. “But I think so. He could be the one, Daddy.”

			Eloise could hear Roger Asher say something, his voice faint and far away. Michelle’s face went dark, angry.

			“Yeah,” she said, forcing lightness. “Okay. Call me back.”

			The call was over then, and Michelle kept walking and walking. The city was a wall of glinting lights, the traffic on the highway a steady roar. The East River ran moody and churning, keeping a thousand secrets. She was just a small figure, one tiny beating heart in a chaotic world.

			Eloise watched as Michelle came to stand on the end of an empty pier, and seemed to slouch there, then sink to her knees and wobble over the churning water. It was big and cold, with a notoriously strong current.

			Don’t do it, Michelle, said Eloise even though she knew she was far too late. Please.

			When Michelle slipped into the water, she didn’t even make a sound. Eloise stood there helpless as the girl drifted away, eyes closed and face pale and peaceful. She just walked off the edge, let the darkness that waits take her. She never even put up a fight.

			Eloise tried not to be angry, not to cry out. But ever since she lost Alfie and Emily, suicides enraged her. So many people would do anything for just a little more time with the people they loved. But suicides just threw it away.

			Eloise knew that it was so much more complicated than that. There are no trades in this life, and depression is a dark, dark doorway some people have no choice but to walk through. But it always hurt Eloise to hear about a life discarded. Though Eloise almost never got visits from those folks. In fact, this visit was about helping Roger Asher and even Alex Dahl. It was not about Michelle, Eloise realized as she watched the white point fade to nothing. Then she was back with Jones.

			“He didn’t kill her, Mr. Asher,” said Eloise. She hadn’t said a word before, and Asher turned to her surprised, as if he hadn’t even seen her. “You know that he didn’t.”

			“Who are you?” Asher said, noticing her for the first time. But something about his energy relaxed. She occasionally had that effect on some people—even though it was often the opposite case. Some people found her presence calming.

			“This is Eloise Montgomery,” said Jones easily. “We—work together sometimes.”

			“The psychic?” Asher said. He looked at her with suspicion, but also with a kind of desperate curiosity.

			“I lost a child once, too, Roger,” she said.

			Maybe it was something in her tone or on her face. Whatever it was, he lowered the gun and looked at her.

			“The pain. It’s nearly unbearable,” Eloise said. She put her hand to her heart. “It can’t live in your body; you just want to lash out.”

			He drew in a deep breath and released it. Eloise knew that sometimes it was such a relief just to be understood.

			When he stayed silent, she went on. “You want the people who hurt your child to hurt as well. You want someone to pay.”

			“Yes,” he said. He lifted the gun again, and Alex closed his eyes. Jones was moving closer, so slowly.

			“But Michelle was a very unhappy girl, Roger,” said Eloise. She kept using his name because it was important to do that. It kept people engaged, especially distraught people. “I know you tried to help her. All the best doctors—therapy, drugs, even that facility in Connecticut after her agency fired her.”

			She didn’t know how she knew that. But she did. She also knew that Alex was right. Roger Asher had taken his daughter to her first modeling agency when she was twelve years old. He pushed her to keep doing it, even when she wanted to stop. It had been lucrative for them, and he used some of that money to help pay for her education. But it wasn’t time for that. And it wasn’t any of Eloise’s business.

			“I never understood why she was so sad,” he said. “We loved her. We gave her everything.”

			“I know,” she said. It was true in a sense, without being the whole truth.

			“She called me that night,” he said. “She sounded so good, so up. You know? But I had to go; I had to pick up her sister from a party. I’m not one who can talk and drive. I tried to call her back. But she didn’t answer. I never talked to her again.”

			“I’m sorry,” she said. “We all think we’ll have a chance to say good-bye, to say all the things we never got a chance to say.”

			Eloise could feel her own sorrow rise up, even so many years later. It could still feel so fresh, so raw. She could still hear the sound of Emily’s voice, feel her body in her arms. She could still remember the day that her older daughter was born—with perfect clarity. That love never, ever dies.

			Jones had put his weapon in his waistband and was moving slowly toward Roger. Alex had stayed frozen all this time, arms up. He was a mannequin, still with shock and fear.

			“That necklace she wore?” Asher said. His face was crumbling with despair. “Did you know that no one else was wearing the other half? I found the other side in her bedside table, still in the box. Why did she do that?”

			Eloise hated the thought of that. That no one had the other half of Michelle’s broken heart.

			“She wanted very desperately to be loved.”

			“We loved her,” he said, his voice coming up high. “We loved her so much. Why wasn’t it enough?”

			He was really asking, as if she might have an answer he could digest. But Eloise didn’t. Some questions didn’t have answers. She’d learned this long ago, and it never rested any easier with her.

			“I don’t know,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

			Asher seemed to remember Alex, turned back toward him to find him gone and Jones Cooper standing before him with his palm out.

			“Let me have that gun, Roger,” said Jones.

			Asher looked at Jones a long moment. Eloise forced herself to breathe. Then Asher sunk to his knees as if all his strength had left him. He handed the gun to Jones, who immediately popped the magazine and snapped the last bullet from its chamber. Asher slumped all the way to the ground in a child’s pose, weeping. The sound carried, long and mournful, up into the sky, then disappeared like birds and clouds and everything. Eloise found herself crying, too. For Michelle, for Emily and Alfie, for The Three Sisters—all the ones who left too soon, for all the wrong reasons.

			Don’t judge, said the voice that wasn’t a voice. We all have our season, and our reason.

			It was easy to be impassive when you had all the answers. Serenity was so much harder for those still flailing about on Earth.

			Jones looked down at Asher wearing his usual blank expression—it might be disdain, it might be compassion. Jones was a hard man to read. Eloise wondered if he would move to comfort the other man. But he didn’t, turned his gaze back toward Eloise.

			“I think I’ll go have a little talk with Alex Dahl,” said Jones.

			“Where is he?” asked Eloise.

			Jones nodded over toward the small one-story house, then headed over in that direction. Eloise went to Asher and helped him to his feet. She led him over to his car.

			“Who can I call for you?” she asked.

			“No one,” he said.

			“What about your wife?” said Eloise. “She must be worried.”

			He didn’t seem to hear her. He was in a well of grief and psychic pain. He hadn’t even asked her how she knew the things she knew.

			“How long has your child been gone?” he asked. He was sitting in his car now, hands on the steering wheel. She could feel his exhaustion.

			“Nearly thirty years,” she said. It was impossible. Could it really be that long?

			“Suicide?”

			“No,” said Eloise. “Car accident.”

			His eyes were blank and glassy. But the rage had left him; he was deflated in its wake. That was something. Rage masquerades as power. When you let it go, you have to find the real strength it takes to move on.

			“I feel like I can’t breathe,” he said. “Does it get any easier?”

			It was the second time she’d been asked that question today. Maybe that’s what happened when you got old. It seemed to younger people that you might have answers. Sometimes you did.

			“It does,” she answered truthfully. “It gets different. Some of the colors come back—eventually. If you let them.”

			He shook his head but didn’t say anything else. She waited for the barrage of questions, the begging to know about the last few minutes of Michelle’s life. But he didn’t ask about anything. She suspected that Roger Asher was a man who turned away from the things that pained him. It might have been why his daughter had felt so alone.

			They waited together in silence for Jones.

			When Jones returned, he and Eloise escorted Roger Asher from The Hollows, following close behind his car until he left town without a farewell gesture of any kind. They both knew he wouldn’t be back.

			•    •    •

			The woman in the black dress came again that night. But Eloise already knew who she was. It was Faith Good—Sarah, Abigail, and Patience’s mother. Eloise had figured it out last night when she’d seen the woman standing by Finley’s motorcycle.

			Faith wasn’t there to accuse. She didn’t have an axe to grind, as Finley had suggested. Faith Good was there to help Eloise protect Finley from Faith’s daughters—namely Abigail, who was the oldest and had always been the wildest of the three. She wanted Eloise to know that the girls were up to mischief, at Finley’s expense.

			Faith was stomping around the kitchen. Finally, Eloise got up and went downstairs. She put on the kettle for tea, brewed a cup, then took a seat. Faith stood in the corner. She had her arms folded around her middle, but her face was softer, not as angry.

			Eloise had called Joy Martin with her theory. And Joy had emailed Eloise some information on Faith. Faith Good was young, in her early thirties when her daughters were burned at the stake as witches. She died just a year later. The cause of death was sudden heart failure. Obviously, the woman had died of grief. Who could survive that? Who would want to?

			“I know you did your best to protect them,” said Eloise. “But we can’t always protect the people we love.”

			Faith Good, who was a Listener like Patience, like Eloise, like Finley, had tried to teach her girls to hide themselves, to repress their powers. Patience had learned to be silent about the things she saw. But Abigail and Sarah could never hide what they were. Abigail lost control of her telekinesis when she was angry. Sarah’s visions of the future were so powerful and sudden that they gave her fits.

			It was Abigail who loved her power, who wanted to flaunt it. Faith had the most trouble with her oldest girl. And it was Abigail’s seduction of a wealthy man in town that was the final straw. In that time, when the witch scare was at its very worst, it was enough to level the accusation.

			The arrest, trial, and execution of The Three Sisters was the biggest event of the century. Everyone they had frightened or unsettled over the course of their lives came out against them.

			“We especially can’t protect them from themselves,” said Eloise. “Choices have consequences.”

			Faith Good bowed her head. The consequences were worse than she ever imagined, and she was powerless to help them. She had tried to teach her daughters to hide themselves; she’d failed.

			Amanda, too, had asked Finley to hide herself, to hold back the things that made her what she was. And Finley, like The Three Sisters and with their help, had acted out, was still acting out. The tattoos, the bad company, now the motorcycle. The consequences hadn’t yet turned deadly. But there was still the motorcycle to be dealt with.

			“All we can do is our best,” said Eloise. “You did yours, and I’ll do mine.”

			“Who are you talking to?” Finley walked into the kitchen. She took a seat across from Eloise.

			“Faith Good,” said Eloise. She took a sip of her tea.

			“The woman in the black dress?” Finley looked right at Faith. “I don’t see her.”

			Eloise told Finley who the woman was and how Eloise had figured it out. Finley didn’t seem surprised. When Eloise was done, Finley ran her fingers through her hot pink hair; her nails were painted black. She was wearing a lavender tank top, her tattooed arms bare for Eloise to see. Eloise had decided that she wouldn’t encourage Finley to hide or change anything about herself. She would let the girl be. Anything else was asking for trouble.

			“So where’s my bike?” Finley asked.

			“It’s at Jones Cooper’s place,” she said. “I’ll take you to get it tomorrow.”

			Eloise didn’t have a right to keep Finley from that bike. Even if Eloise was able to force her granddaughter to sell the thing, Finley would find another way to hurt herself—if that’s what she wanted. Eloise had no choice but to let her go.

			Eloise looked over to Faith, but the woman was gone.

			•    •    •

			The days were growing shorter, and the garden needed tending. Eloise put on her work gloves and her hat and went out into the warm afternoon air.

			Her garden was full of monarch butterflies, thanks to the milkweed plants. She loved the big fat caterpillars that came in the spring and chewed their way through the leaves. Later, she’d find the chrysalises hanging in the eaves of the house. What a wonder to think of the creature wrapped inside, changing from one thing to another, finding its wings.

			The Whispers were softer than normal today. In fact, they grew softer all the time lately. And Eloise had wondered about it enough that she’d brought it up with Agatha.

			“They might need you less,” Agatha had said. “Now that Finley’s here.”

			Eloise wasn’t sure how to feel about that. Not that she had any desire to hold on to the work. Just that she wasn’t sure it was the life she wanted for Finley.

			There was a stubborn weed in the back of one of her garden boxes. It was tall with a thick stalk and wide, shiny green leaves. For years, she yanked it from the earth, tossed it in trash, only to find it growing again a few weeks later. Every time she saw it, she would groan with frustration, wrest it from its spot. She’d rake the area vigorously, aerate the soil. But inevitably, she’d return to find it growing again.

			People liked to think that they had control. Faith Good sought to teach her daughters to hide themselves. Amanda had “freaked out” on Finley when she realized what Finley could do, silencing her in a way. Eloise, too, had attempted to control her granddaughter’s fate by hiding her motorcycle. Roger Asher had forced Michelle to do something that she didn’t want to do, something that had contributed to her depression and anxiety. They all had their reasons, most of them loving and well meaning.

			The weed was taller and stronger than the other plants, as if it had a right to be there. And, in fact, it did. In her research about how to get rid of the goddamn thing, she learned that it was a “native,” a plant that had grown in the region since before the European settlers. It was a Devil’s Walkingstick, its flowers and berries a valuable nutrition source for butterflies, wasps, and bees. Its fruit drew robins, bluebirds, towhees, thrushes, and rusty blackbirds to her yard. It wasn’t a plant that she had chosen for her garden, but there it was nonetheless. Ralph Waldo Emerson thought of weeds as plants “whose virtues had not yet been discovered.” Eloise decided that she would take the same position. She let the plant grow, only to discover that it flowered in autumn, giving her garden a final color show before winter fell.

			Which was not to say that every unwanted thing left to its own devices revealed itself as something valuable. Finley was still quiet on the matter of The Three Sisters, how much time she spent with them, what was the nature of their relationship now that she had moved to The Hollows. They still wanted something that couldn’t be given, and Eloise and Agatha were brainstorming about how that might be resolved to their satisfaction. And there was the issue of the “bad boy” from Seattle with whom Finley was in regular contact via FaceTime. There was a visit planned.

			“I’m not worried about it,” Amanda had said, clearly very worried about it. “If that punk can afford a round-trip ticket from Seattle to New York, I’ll faint dead away from the shock.”

			“Maybe it won’t be round trip,” Eloise said.

			“Mom!”

			The good news was that Amanda and Finley were talking (not fighting) regularly, and Amanda was coming out with Eloise’s grandson in a few weeks. Eloise’s arms ached for her daughter. For both her daughters.

			When Eloise finished her gardening, the sun was low and orange in the sky, painting the gloaming pink, purple, and gold. She gave a little pat to the batch of catnip that she’d planted over Oliver’s ashes, and rose to go inside.

			Alfie was sitting on the bench by the old oak tree. She came to sit beside him. He was just as he was thirty years ago. He even smelled the same.

			“I miss you,” she said. The terrible rush of sorrow that came up from nowhere surprised her. She drew in a shuddering breath. “I never stopped.”

			He smiled at her, that patient, loving grin that always soothed her when she was anxious or sad. His periwinkle eyes still sparkled with mischief.

			“I didn’t think you would stay alone, Eloise.” He looked a little sad now, too, and that worried her. As if she’d let him down somehow.

			“I’m not exactly alone,” she said.

			“You know what I mean,” he said with a dip of his head to the side, a lift of his eyebrows.

			“There’s no other love like ours,” she said.

			“True,” he said. “But there is other love.”

			Eloise heard the approach of Finley’s motorcycle. In the stillness of The Hollows, Eloise could literally hear it approaching from a mile away.

			Alfie stood and walked toward the gate. How badly she wanted to run after him, to hold him. How badly, even now, she wished she could turn back the clock on all of it. She would linger in bed with him, just a few minutes longer. She wouldn’t yell at Emily to hurry. Maybe just that would have been enough.

			But there was no controlling this life, no matter how powerfully she wanted to. There were only two choices really: to act out of fear, where you clung and railed and killed yourself seeking justice or revenge for the wrongs you perceived; or to act out of love. And love lets go.

			Alfie turned to look at her. The light around him was golden, and the air was filled with sparkling flecks of pollen. Somehow she knew it was the last time she would see him in this place, her beloved Alfie. He flashed that wide, warm smile that had charmed her so, always.

			“Maybe you should go see Ray,” he said. “He misses you.”

			And then Alfie was gone.

			Eloise felt a sudden wash of deep peace, a release of something to which she’d been clinging for far too long. The energy of a smile crossed her face.

			“Maybe I will.”
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PROLOGUE

Daddy was on the phone, talking soft and low, dropping behind them on the path. Nothing new. He was always on the phone—or on the computer. Penny knew that her daddy loved her, but she also knew that he was almost never paying attention. He was “busy, sweetie,” or “with a client,” or “just a minute, honey, Daddy’s talking to someone.” He was a good storyteller, a bear-hugger, always opened his arms to her, lifted her high, or took her into his lap while he worked at his desk. Mommy couldn’t lift her anymore, but Daddy still could. She loved the feel of him, the smell of him. He was never angry, always funny. But sometimes she had to say his name like one hundred times before he heard her, even when she was right next to him.

Dad. Dad? Daddy!

Honey, you don’t have to yell.

How could you not hear someone who was right next to you?

If Mommy was out and Daddy was in charge, then she and her brother could: eat whatever they wanted (all you had to do was go into the kitchen and take it; he wouldn’t even notice); play on the iPad forever (he would never suggest that they read a book or play a game together); ride their plasma cars up and down the long hallway from the foyer to the living room. And it was only when they got too loud that he might appear in the doorway to his office and say: “Hey, guys? Keep it down, okay?”

He wasn’t even supposed to talk on his phone on the hike—which was his idea. As far as she was concerned, hikes were just walks that never seemed to end. A walk with nothing exciting—like ice cream or a movie—at the end of it. It was just so that they could “be in nature”—which was Daddy’s favorite place to be. And Mom wasn’t there, because it was their time to just “be with Dad.”

“Don’t tell Mom, okay?” he’d said, as he fished his phone out of his backpack.

She and her brother had exchanged a look. It made her uncomfortable when he asked her to keep things from her mom, because Mommy had made her promise never to keep secrets. She said: “Anyone who asks you to keep a secret from your mom—a teacher, a friend, a stranger, anyone—is not looking out for you. No good person would ever ask you to do that.”

She knew that her mom was talking about stranger danger and how people weren’t allowed to touch her body (ew!) or “push drugs” at her. Mommy hadn’t said anything about Daddy. She very badly wanted to ask: “What if Daddy asks me to keep a secret?” But she had a feeling that wouldn’t be a good idea.

So she and her brother walked ahead on the shady path, leaving Daddy trailing behind talking in a soft voice to someone. She couldn’t hear him and didn’t care anyway. When grown-ups talked to each other it was so boring. She didn’t understand their words, their tones, why—out of nowhere—they got angry at each other, started yelling. Or worse, got suddenly really quiet, not talking at all. Talking to each other in fake voices, then changing back to normal voices for her and her brother. Weird.

“Look, what do you want me to do?” Daddy said, his voice suddenly growing louder.

When she looked back at him, he glanced up at her quickly, then down at the ground again.

“Come on,” said her brother.

He took her by the hand, and they ran up the path. All around them the trees were thick and tall, the air clean and fresh. There were no horns and sirens, just the sweet songs of birds in the branches. The crunching dirt path beneath her sneakers felt so different than concrete. The ground was wobbly and soft; she had to watch her step. But the air filled her lungs. She imagined them inflating like balloons, lifting her up into the leaves.

Her friends—Sophia, Grace, Averi—they all hated their older brothers. Brothers who teased and made fun, who scared them and hit them when their parents weren’t looking, played innocent when their sisters cried. But her brother wasn’t like that. She loved her brother; he helped her build the Lego Hogwarts Castle she got for Christmas, let her sleep in his bed when she was scared during storms. When her mom wasn’t around (which wasn’t often), he was the next best thing. Always there. Always knew what to say, what to do. Not like Daddy, who she also loved. But Daddy didn’t know all the important things—like how she didn’t like jelly, only peanut butter, how you weren’t supposed to turn the lights all the way off at bedtime, just down really low on the dimmer, or that she wanted water only from the refrigerator, not from the faucet in the bathroom.

“What are we doing?” she asked her brother. She’d wanted to stay back with Mommy, but Daddy wouldn’t let her. Come on, kiddo. It’s our time to be together.

“Hiking,” her brother said.

“Hiking to where?” she said, leaning on the word.

“Nowhere,” he said. “We’re just walking.”

“I’m tired,” she said. And she was tired suddenly—she wasn’t just saying it so that they could go back to Mom. “My tummy hurts.”

She did say that sometimes, because that was an automatic “let’s go home” for her mom. Her dad didn’t pay attention; he knew she sometimes was faking because she was bored or uncomfortable. Just hang in there a little, okay? he’d say.

“We’ll go back in a minute,” her brother said now. “Look at this.”

It was a log that had fallen and was laying beside the path. “Remember that book: Bug Hotel—or something?” he said.

Oh yeah, that book about how when a log falls down, insects move in and find a home and help the log to decompose. Cool.

Her brother peeled back a wet brown layer of bark to reveal a congregation of tiny black beetles; she leaned in close to watch them move and shimmer, burrow into these little holes they’d made. She wasn’t a girly girl. She didn’t shriek about bugs the way her friends did. She reached her finger down, and one of them crawled onto her hand.

“He likes me,” she said.

She turned her hand and let the tiny bug scuttle up her wrist and onto the cuff of her long-sleeve tee-shirt. Her favorite shirt, with the owl on it. She wore it all the time even though a hole had worn under the arm and the hem was coming down in the back.

Her brother was inspecting the log. There was already a deep, long hollow, and her brother was crouched down peering inside. While he was looking inside, she heard the birdcall she’d been hearing, this kind of sweet song, with lots of notes. She’d never heard one like it. Birds usually just sounded like they were cheeping to her, especially in the city. But this bird was saying something, something important.

Once when she’d been walking past the Alice in Wonderland statue in Central Park, she saw a man nearby with a monocular pointed up at a tall apartment building.

“What’s he looking at?” she asked her daddy. The man had a table set up with brochures and photographs for sale. Her mommy would have said I don’t know and that would have been the end of it, because they would have been running to this thing or that thing and there wouldn’t be time to stop. But Daddy didn’t ever care as much about being on time, so they wandered over.

The man had white hair and a plaid cap and a very nice blue coat. He reminded her of her grandpa, how quiet and careful he was. He talked about the hawks and other wildlife that nested right in New York City.

“Natural beauty is everywhere,” he said. “It finds a place for itself even right here. You just have to know where to look.”

He let her daddy lift her up to the monocular, and the man adjusted the lens until it came into focus and she saw two fuzzy gray baby hawks in their nest, their beaks open, surrounding their mama, who was red with white feathers on her chest and who had alert, bright eyes. Penny watched, mesmerized, until her daddy said it was time to go. When she moved away from the monocular, she saw only the building again—except now with the small cluster of brown up high on a ledge. She never would have seen it. After that, she started noticing birds in the trees and always tried to listen to their songs. The squirrels that danced across branches in the park. A woodpecker one day. Her daddy even showed her an article about someone who’d woken up to find a wild turkey sitting on his balcony. What the old man with the monocular said, about knowing where to look, it stayed with her. He was right.

Before they’d left for the hike, Daddy had downloaded an app on his iPhone that would help them identify birdcalls. He also had the binoculars. She looked around at the leafy tops of the trees, shielding her eyes against the bright yellow light (was it ever this buttery yellow in the city?). She tried to catch a glimpse of the bird that was singing, but she couldn’t. She glanced back down the path—she wanted to show her daddy the log, to use the binoculars. Where was he?

“Where’s Dad?” she asked her brother, a little whiny.

A single echoing crack came in answer. Then a kind of cry, a fluttering of leaves. She turned to her brother, who she could tell had heard it, too, because he was looking down the path toward where they had left their dad. The light shined on his white blond hair and turned the lenses of his round glasses weirdly golden.

“What was that?” she asked. He shook his head to say he didn’t know.

“Dad?” he called out. The birds had gone quiet. Louder: “Dad?”

When there was no answer, her brother said they should go back for him, so they did.

They walked back down the path, her brother taking the lead. She felt wobbly, a quiver in her stomach, tears threatening. She couldn’t even say why she was scared. What had they heard after all? Maybe nothing. They turned the corner to see the path empty. The rocky dirt surface was edged by trees that sloped down toward the river valley. “It’s not that steep,” her father had said. “But you could still fall a good ways and hurt yourself. So be careful.”

She was the first to hear the low moaning.

“Daddy!” she cried. “Daaaddddy!”

“Kids!” his voice was low and far away. He said something else, but she couldn’t hear what. They moved toward the sound, her brother edging toward the side of the path, looking down.

“Stay back,” her brother said. She pressed herself up against the trunk of a tree, feeling the rough bark through her shirt. Her father was still calling to them. It sounded like he was saying Get out of here! Run! But that couldn’t be right.

“I see him,” her brother said. “He must have fallen. Dad, what happened?”

Then another one of those strange echoing cracks. Her brother froze stiff, then grabbed his leg and started screaming, fell to the ground. It was a terrible sound, high-pitched and filled with fear. It connected to something deep and primal within her, and sheer terror rocketed through her, a lightning bolt. She heard herself shrieking, too, a sound that came from her and didn’t.

A black flower of blood bloomed on her brother’s thigh. He’d gone a frightening white, couldn’t stop screaming. It was a siren, loud and long, deafening. She wanted to cover her ears, to tell him to stop. Her father was yelling down below. Her name. Her brother’s name. Then a command as clear as day: Run!

She went to the edge of the path and saw her father lying among the trees, sloping downwards, arm looped around a slender birch trunk as if he was holding on, leg bent strangely. And then she saw the other man. Dressed in jeans and a flannel work shirt, heavy boots. He wore a baseball cap, the brim shadowing his face. In his arms he had a gun, long and black.

She froze, watching him. Her brother’s screaming had quieted; he was now whimpering behind her. Her father was yelling still. But she couldn’t move; she was so afraid, so confused, that her body just couldn’t move.

She heard something, a chiming. A little tinkle of bells. The phone. Her father’s phone was ringing. She turned and saw it down the path, screen bright, vibrating on the dirt path. It broke the spell, and she ran for it. She was fast. She was the fastest girl in her third-grade class, always pulling effortlessly ahead of everyone else on the soccer field at relay races in PE. Coach said she was a rocket. But she wasn’t fast enough today.

Another man, whom she hadn’t seen, was coming up the path from the opposite direction. He got there first, crushing the phone beneath his hard black boot as she dove for it, skinning her knees, the dirt kicking up so that she could taste it in her mouth.

He looked down at her, his expression unreadable.

“Don’t bother running,” he said. He sounded almost sad for her. “He’s got you now.”

But she did run. Her daddy had always told her if a stranger tried to take her that she was supposed to run and scream at the top of her lungs and fight with everything she had. Don’t ever let them take you, he warned. No matter what.

Why? she used to ask. The conversation frightened and excited her, like a scary movie. What happens if they take me?

Nothing good, said her father grimly. And the way he said it meant that the conversation was over.

She used to lie in bed at night sometimes, thinking of how she would get away from a bad guy that tried to take her away from her family. In those imaginings, she was always strong and brave, fiercely fighting and punching like the kids in Antboy and Kick-Ass (which she was way too young to watch but did with her brother on those nights when Mommy was working and Daddy was in charge).

It was nothing like this. She couldn’t breathe; fear was a black hole sucking every part of her into its vortex. Her brother was now yelling, too, telling her to run. And she did. She got up from the ground and she ran past the strange-looking man, leaving her brother and her father behind. She was going for help. She had to be fast, faster than she’d ever been. Not just for herself, but for her daddy and her brother.

How far did she get? Not far when a great weight landed on her from behind, bringing her hard to the ground, knocking all the wind out of her. There was a foul smell and hot air in her ear.

“You come like a nice little girl, and I won’t kill your father and your brother. I won’t go back and kill your mother, too.”

She couldn’t even answer as the man yanked her to her feet and started dragging her back up the hill—past her brother who lay quietly crying on the ground.

“Let her go,” her brother said faintly. “Please let her go.”

They locked eyes; she’d never seen anyone look so afraid. It made her insides clench. She couldn’t help it; she started to shriek and scream, pull back against the man. But he was impossibly strong; she was a rag doll, no muscle or bone. Her movements were as ineffective as the flap of butterfly wings.

When she looked back, she couldn’t even see her daddy. And after a while, walking and walking with the man holding on to her arm, pulling her so roughly, talking so mean, it started to get dark. She had never been so far away from where she was supposed to be. Maybe it was a dream.

It couldn’t be happening, could it? Could it?
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