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			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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			CRAZY LOVE YOU

		

	
		
			prologue

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“Welcome home, asshole.”

		

	
		
			PART ONE:

			there was a little girl

		

	
		
			1

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

			“Oh God,” I said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

			•    •    •

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

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

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

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

			Of course, I tell them.

			Where is she, dude?

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

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

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

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

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

			“I know that,” I told her.

			“Do you?”

			•    •    •

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“Okay.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“Really,” I said.

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

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

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

			“Meeegaaaan,” called Toby, whiny, annoyed.

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

			“Want to get a coffee?” I asked.

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

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

			“When?” she asked, still moving backward.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“I’ll wait.”

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

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

			•    •    •

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			Priss.
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