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Prologue

Chicago.

A man is about to get on a routine flight.

Suddenly, he pauses. He doesn’t know why—but he’s got to walk away.

An hour later the plane goes down in flames.

It’s dismissed as chance. . . .

—Time-Life Books commercial, circa 1987

When I was a kid, I used to stop cold whenever one of those commercials came on. If I was drowsing to my mother’s game shows, I’d jolt awake, sit up straight, and listen. If I was playing with my Spirograph on the floor, I’d stop, stare, and let my colored pen go loose in my hand. If I was getting a snack in the kitchen, I’d run back to the living room to watch. Like the Pied Piper, the spooky synthesizer music drew me in, and the stories told by the priestly sounding narrator gripped me long after the commercial was over—usually past bedtime. I’d lie awake thinking of the woman with the prophetic dream of schoolchildren dying in an avalanche. The matching drawings of aliens produced by abductees who’d never met. The man who points a clover-shaped wire at Stonehenge, feels an inexplicable surge throughout his body, then faints. And I couldn’t dismiss any of it.

There are so many hints of a world more remarkable than we ever imagined, and of abilities that we barely suspect. Send for your first volume on a trial basis and see if you can explain these things away. . . .

It wasn’t until we were eleven that Charlotte and I learned that her older brother, Paul, had had several of the books in his bedroom for years. All this time we’d been passing his room, holding our noses against the smell of dirty shirts and rotting dregs of milk shakes—and this treasure had been buried there. It was like finding a sacred scroll in the Dumpster behind Denny’s. Turns out he’d bought a subscription with some paper-route money but eventually canceled it when he got tired of the books, which weren’t actually that great, he said. And now he was cleaning out his bedroom, making space for a stereo he planned to buy, and was going to chuck the books if Charlotte didn’t want them.

Charlotte kept her fifteen treasured volumes at the bottom of a cardboard box in her closet, covered with a stack of Highlights magazines. The books were beautiful. The textured black covers with the silver lettering made them feel very official and adult, like a high-school yearbook. And the smell of the thick, glossy pages reminded me of new textbooks at school—which confirmed the seriousness of their contents. Besides, it seemed that Paul had barely cracked them. The text was difficult, but Charlotte used her top reading-group skills to decipher a few pages nearly every night. She found the most important and interesting bits for me. Plus, there were lots of pictures. Almost every day after school, we pored over the books, boring Charlotte’s beautiful teenage baby-sitter—Rose, with the dirty-blond hair and even dirtier mouth—practically to death.

But then Rose disappeared in November of our sixth-grade year, making the books even more vital to us—no longer a mere source of entertainment but an investigative guide. By then we knew better than the neighbors who whispered “runaway” and the police who let her trail go cold. We knew better than to stop at what people aren’t willing to talk about. The commercials had explained that there is much that is unknown but promised that the books would tell us at least “what could be known.” And Charlotte and I took them at their word.

Visions and Prophecies:

November 1990

After Rose disappeared, Charlotte’s parents never found a replacement baby-sitter. Either they were hoping that Rose would return any day or they’d finally figured out that Charlotte was old enough to take care of herself for a couple of hours each afternoon before Paul arrived home from soccer practice.

“I’m still worried about Rose,” Charlotte told me about a week after the disappearance had hit the news. We were sitting cross-legged on her bed, playing a halfhearted round of Rack-O.

“Everybody is,” I said.

“Her picture was in the paper again this morning.”

“I know,” I replied, a little annoyed. Sometimes Charlotte acted like I lived in a cave.

“I don’t think we should just be sitting here playing games. I think we should be helping them find her.”

I wasn’t surprised when Charlotte went to the corner of the closet where she kept her black books. Sighing, I reshuffled the Rack-O cards. I wasn’t in the mood for the black books just now. And I wasn’t sure I could handle the darkness of their contents without Rose’s sarcasm there to lighten it up.

But the picture Charlotte held out to me was a beautiful one, unlike anything she’d ever shown me in the books before. An African woman was sitting in deep orange sand, her shadow extended behind her. Before her were two long rows of flattened sand, each about three feet wide. Within each row was a symmetrical series of boxes, drawn with raised sand borders. Some of the boxes had sand symbols built in them—small spherical mounds, clusters of craters, finger-drawn horseshoes and crosses. Some boxes were left blank. Little sticks stuck out of a few spots on the grid. It looked like a hopscotch court, except more delicate, more beautiful, and far more important.

“It’s used to predict things. It’s used by a tribe in Africa called the Dogon,” Charlotte explained, pronouncing the tribe name like “doggone.” “They leave it like that at night and wait for a sand fox to come and walk over it. They read the footprints—which boxes he walks in.”

“What if a different animal comes?” I asked, not so much because I cared but because it seemed like something Rose would have said if she were around.

“I’m not sure,” Charlotte admitted. “But the sand fox is sort of magical.”

I nodded and looked back at the photo. I wished they’d also included a picture of a sand fox.

“I thought we should do one for Rose,” Charlotte said. “We should do one to help find out where Rose is.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “That sounds good.”

“In the backyard, don’t you think? There’s the spot under the tree where the grass never grows.”

“Sure. Wherever.”

“Or in your yard, maybe?” Charlotte suggested. “There’s lots of patches that don’t have grass.”

“Mrs. Crowe would kill me, and then my mother would kill me again. Mrs. Crowe’s really weird about her yard. She has dreams about dogs in her yard and then wakes up in the morning and goes out to look for the imaginary poops she thinks they left.”

“You’re so weird, Nora.”

“I’m not. It’s her.” Charlotte didn’t understand the politics of living in a two-family house. She knew nothing of grumpy old landladies. “I’m not making that up.”

“We’ll do it in my yard, then.”

“It doesn’t say here what the different symbols mean.”

“We’ll have to think up our own,” Charlotte said. “Ones that say stuff about Rose.”

“And since we don’t have any sand foxes around, what do we do? Wait for a dog to come by?” I asked.

“Funny that our road’s called Fox Hill and there are no foxes around.”

“Probably there used to be foxes,” I said. “Probably they shot them all.”

“Who?” Charlotte asked, taking the book from me.

“I don’t know. The Pilgrims. The pioneers.”

“Oh. Yeah, probably. Well, I was thinking we could try to get Rose’s cat over here to walk on it. Wouldn’t that make more sense than Brownie, or just any old dog or cat? Rose’s cat probably senses things about Rose.”

“I don’t know if Rose was very close with her cat. She never talked about him.”

“Teenagers don’t talk about their pets,” Charlotte snapped at me, as if this were common knowledge. “It doesn’t mean she doesn’t love him.”

Charlotte and I bundled up and went outside to the grassless patch we’d discussed. Charlotte had brought a sketch pad for practicing symbols. She sat scribbling beneath the big maple tree while I started digging in the dirt with a garden shovel that Charlotte had found in the garage. I scratched at the ground to loosen it and in some places shoveled scoops of dirt around to even out the area.

“You can make it bigger,” Charlotte said, erasing something on her pad. “There’s hardly any grass on that side, so it doesn’t really matter if you dig into it a little.”

“Okay.”

I cleared a rectangle of about three by five feet and then split it lengthwise with a one-inch ditch. Then I joined Charlotte, sitting on the long root of the maple.

“This is what I have so far,” she said. “I think we should use the top box for ‘Where,’ the bottom one for ‘When.’ Where she is and when she’s coming back.”

“Okay.”

“And here are some of the symbols we can use.” She let me take the sketch pad from her.

I pointed at the first symbol. A rectangle with a small tail on its lower left side.

“Still in Connecticut,” Charlotte explained.

I nodded, recognizing the shape of the state. We’d had to draw it about a hundred times in fourth grade. I moved my finger to a crudely drawn airplane.

“Far away,” Charlotte said. “In a different state.”

A Saturn-like symbol. “Aliens took her. Outer space.”

I looked up. “Aliens? That’s not funny. That’s stupid.”

“The way she talked about it, I just thought we should include it.”

“Fine.”

Four vertical lines: “She’s stuck somewhere, and she’s trying to get back. The lines are like prison.”

I stiffened, trying not to picture Rose in a prison, or worse.

A stick figure with a few lines of hair flying behind, arms out. Smudged on the bottom because Charlotte had erased and redrawn the legs a few times to perfect the angles of legs in a running motion.

“She ran away,” Charlotte said.

I nodded and moved down to the “When” symbols.

A moon and sun: “Tonight.”

A cross: “Before Sunday.”

A Christmas tree: “Before Christmas.”

A small grid of squares: “Not for a long time. That’s a calendar. Many days.”

“That’s it?” I said.

“That’s all I have so far. You can add some if you want.”

I handed the pad back to her. Something was missing. I wasn’t sure if it belonged in “Where” or “When.” It would be a pretty easy symbol to do. A skull and crossbones or the horseshoe hump of a gravestone.

I stared at Charlotte. I felt nauseous, but her face showed only curiosity.

“What is it?” she said.

“But what about . . . ?”

Charlotte cocked her head, waiting. Maybe we just weren’t going to say it. Like when I said something especially gloomy to my mother, about rain on parades or squirrels choking on acorns or whatever it might be, and she’d say, We’re not going to think about that, Nora. So this was something similar. We weren’t going to think about it, and we certainly weren’t going to talk about it.

“Nothing,” I said, kneeling in the first dirt rectangle. I was grateful to have something to do to take my mind off what we weren’t going to think about. I put my hands in the dirt, smoothing it with my fingers, and then set to work. Mashing the soil together with my index fingers, I raised the frames of the first row of boxes.





Chapter One

May 18, 2006

Fitting that Charlotte would call while I was doing nothing. When we were kids, she was always saving me from nothing. What are you doing? Nothing. And compared to Charlotte’s house, with its big brother, its basketball hoop, its VCR, its trampoline, and its pantry full of Oreos, my place really was nothing. You wanna come over? Nothing but an apartment with neatly dusted hardwood floors, a grainy television without a cable box, a crotchety old landlady downstairs, and a single mother who prided herself on getting five meals out of a single chicken. Did I want to come over? Back then the answer was always yes.

This time when Charlotte called, I was sitting at my wheel in the garage, staring at a sketch I’d done a week earlier—of a squat teapot with a wide, round handle. I’d nearly sat down twice to make it, and twice I’d found myself distracted by something more pressing—a bill I’d forgotten to pay, the lawn I’d meant to mow.

Now I gazed at the freshly wedged lump of clay in my hands. I hadn’t much else to do but throw it down and get started. My grades were submitted, the laundry was done, and this had been my plan all along. Same as last year. Spend the summer throwing like crazy so I’d have lots to sell through Christmas, even if my teaching didn’t allow me much time at the wheel in the fall. It had worked beautifully last year. But this year I just wasn’t getting into it the way I had. Neil and I no longer really needed my meager profits from the craft fairs and farmers’ markets—and maybe I didn’t need any more compliments from hemp-skirted ladies and their gentle, bearded husbands. Not to mention that I was a little tired of my quaint teapots and teacups. While I had nothing against quaintness, I wasn’t sure I wished to generate it anymore.

I considered ignoring the phone when it rang. Clearly I was having the sort of existential moment a career in ceramics is supposed to protect you from. If I focused, if I made myself stay in the garage, I could work through it. If I simply ignored everything else and got the wheel spinning, I’d probably just forget about it.

After the third ring, I jumped up and ran for the door to the house.

“Hello?”

“Hello? Nora?” I felt oddly relieved by the sound of her voice even before I knew who it was. “It’s Charlotte Hemsworth.”

“Charlotte?” I repeated. “HEY!”

“Yeah.”

“Wow. How are you?

Charlotte hesitated. “Not so bad. And you? I heard you and your husband bought a house.”

“Umm, yeah.”

I looked around the living room skeptically. It had been five months since we’d painted these crisp yellow walls. Neil had assured me that we’d feel better about our color choice once we filled the living room with furniture and hung some pictures on the wall to break it up. But we’d done all that and I still wasn’t convinced.

Charlotte was silent on the other end.

“How’d you hear about the house?” I asked.

“I called your mom, and she told me. That’s how I got your number. She’s easier to find than you are. Your old number didn’t work.”

“My e-mail’s still the same, though.”

“I didn’t want to e-mail you, Nora. I wanted to talk to you.”

“Well, that’s nice. I’m glad you—”

“Nora,” she interrupted.

“Yeah?”

“They found her.”

“Found . . . who?”

“Rose.”

I had a flash of Rose walking into the Waverly police station, her dark blond hair still brushing her shoulders, her wide-necked purple sweatshirt still hanging off one shoulder, exposing her exotically black bra strap. Smelling of the Love’s drugstore perfume that was supposed to cover up the smell of her cigarettes. That stone-washed jean jacket tied around her waist. Her face about fifteen years older. Or—had it been more than fifteen years?

“Oh, my God,” I whispered, my heart now racing. “Is she—”

“They found her body, I mean. Bones.”

I leaned against the wall, pushing the phone so hard against my ear that it hurt.

“Nora?” Charlotte said.

I tried to picture what Charlotte might look like at this very moment. Sitting at her parents’ old kitchen table, surrounded by that ugly mauve wallpaper with the ribboned clusters of white flowers. Saying my name so gently into the phone, as if coaxing me there for another sleepover, promising no scary movies this time. A promise she never seemed to keep.

“I’m here,” I said. Sort of. “How do they know it’s her?”

“Something about a bracelet, clothing fibers. . . . Listen, I’m e-mailing you an article. I just didn’t want to surprise you with it.”

Listening to Charlotte, I could almost smell her mother’s Pall Malls. That kitchen was where I was supposed to be when we found Rose—not in this perky little bungalow where Neil and I had accidentally painted every room one shade too bright.

I heard Charlotte take a breath.

“Where, Charlotte?”

“I’m at home,” Charlotte said vaguely.

“No. Where did they find her?”

“Near the pond. Adams Pond.”

“But . . . didn’t they comb that area when we were kids? A few times, even?”

“I’m not sure. But yeah. I thought so.”

“Was she buried really deep? I mean, how did they know to dig there?”

“Nobody knew anything. Some kids just . . . found her. There was something sticking out of the ground, I guess, and . . . well, I’m not sure. My friend Porter’s done the first couple of stories for the paper, but the police aren’t giving out that many details.”

“Your friend Porter?”

“From when I worked at the Voice,” Charlotte said with a sigh.

“Oh,” I said.

“Of course there are all sorts of rumors. I’m not sure how accurate it is, but one scuttlebutt is that the body was moved there. Recently.”

I slid down the wall until I was sitting on the floor. “But that’s . . . crazy. That’s impossible.”

“I know.”

Now that I was seated, I took a deep breath and tried to get my head around it: Yes, this was real. I was talking to Charlotte again. About Rose. But then, what else did we have to talk about except Rose? We’d politely pretended otherwise for years, but Rose was really the only thing we could still have in common.

“Are you all right, Nora?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I said.

“Are you near a computer?”

“No. Why?”

“I’m sending you the article just now.”

“You want me to read it right now?”

“Well . . . if you want.”

Charlotte’s sideways insistence was familiar and therefore comforting.

“Give me a few minutes,” I said. “I’ll call you back.”

I opened my laptop and found her e-mail sitting there, dated just one minute before now. The link was to an article in the Voice. I had no idea my old hometown paper had gone high-tech.

ADAMS POND BODY LIKELY

MISSING YOUNG WOMAN

WAVERLY—The bones found last week near Adams Pond are likely those of Waverly resident Rose Banks, who has been missing since 1990, according to police.

“It’s still quite early in the investigation, but we now believe that this could be Rose Banks. We’ve already spoken to the family, and if it is her, we hope that this will give them some closure in what has been a painful case,” Waverly police chief Carl Fisher said during a press conference yesterday.

The skeletal remains, along with Banks’s dental records, have been sent to a forensics lab in Hartford for further testing, which could take several weeks. Tolland County coroner Donald Campbell, in a preliminary investigation, identified the skeletal remains as belonging to a female between the ages of fifteen and twenty, which have been decomposing for at least ten years, Chief Fisher said.

The body was found Thursday near Adams Pond by two boys who were fishing there. Local and state police closed off the entire pond area to search for additional clues.

This discovery reopens Banks’s sixteen-year-old case, the only missing-person case ever reported in town history. Banks, age sixteen, was last seen on the evening of November 15, 1990, walking home from a baby-sitting job in her Fox Hill neighborhood. Police and town residents searched for weeks but found no clues suggesting her whereabouts.

“With the help of Detective Tracy Vaughan of the state police cold-case unit, we’re going over every detail of the case to make sure we didn’t miss anything. We’ll likely reinterview many of Miss Banks’s friends and associates, and we would be grateful to speak to anyone else who might know something about this case,” Chief Fisher said.

So it was real. They’d found Rose. After all these years. As I read the article again, I had a feeling that my wheel wouldn’t be spinning for another week at least. I knew I needed to see Charlotte, and she needed to see me.

Psychic Powers:

August 1990

It was Charlotte’s idea to make the Zener cards. Like all her projects that summer, the idea came out of the Time-Life books. We pronounced them ZEE-ner cards. Rose managed to turn the making of the cards into a two-afternoon affair—one for walking a mile and a half into town to Rite Aid for a pack of three-by-five cards, the other for carefully crayoning thick black circles, squares, crosses, stars, and (the most fun, but also the most difficult) three-lined psychedelic squiggles. Rose rejected our early attempts, insisting that the waves needed to be parallel and that sloppiness might confuse the mind and skew our results.

On the third day of the project, Rose finally shuffled the cards and laid them out for us. She’d been designated for this task since she was, for all intents and purposes, the grown-up. Charlotte and I would take turns guessing the symbols on the overturned cards and recording each other’s results. On the first try, I got ten out of twenty-five. Charlotte got four. On my second round, I noticed Rose’s face changing before some of my guesses. Her mouth opened round before a circle; her head bobbled lazily before the wavy lines. Once she was certain I’d noticed it, the gestures became subtler—a slight movement of the mouth for a circle, a twitch of the chin for the squiggles. For stars, squares, and crosses, she offered no help, keeping her face motionless and her eyes slanted toward the ceiling in an exaggerated expression of disinterest.

“Wow.” Rose raised her eyebrows at Charlotte when my second and third rounds turned out an impressive thirteen and eleven respectively.

Through Rose’s facial codes, I noticed a helpful pattern—more often than not, she put squiggly lines on the edges and circles somewhere in the center of the five-card rows. Her hints weren’t always discernible, and sometimes Charlotte’s intense gaze made it impossible to sneak a look at her. But overall the help made my results significantly higher than Charlotte’s. As my psychic superiority became apparent, Charlotte was clearly perplexed. Instead of scrutinizing us, however, she simply focused harder on her own guesses. Frowning and uncharacteristically silent, she was determined to reverse the results. She had apparently been certain that she’d be the psychic one. We knew this without ever hearing her say it. Whenever a situation allowed for someone to be the winner, or to be special, Charlotte inevitably—and usually effortlessly—fell into the role.

Rose and I never discussed our cheating or adjusted the methods—even when we could have, when Charlotte was in the bathroom or fetching more graham crackers out of the pantry. I never understood why we were doing it. It wasn’t to laugh at Charlotte or to trick her. I wouldn’t even say Rose liked me better than she liked Charlotte. She didn’t have enough interest in either of us to form a preference.

“Your psi seems stronger for round and wavy lines,” Charlotte observed after about three afternoons of repeated testing.

I bit my lip and looked at Rose for help.

“Probably she’s using her right brain more,” Rose said quickly.

“What does that mean?” Charlotte asked.

“I learned about it in school,” Rose explained. “The left brain is more like the science and math part. The right brain is, like, the soft stuff. Art and poetry and stuff. I’m right-brained, I think. My sister’s left-brained. Nora’s probably right-brained.”

“What do you think I am?” Charlotte wanted to know.

“I’m not sure. What do you like better, math or language arts?”

“I like both.”

“Well. Then you’re neither-brained.”

“Or both-brained,” Charlotte suggested.

Rose gathered up the cards, looking bored. “Another round?” she asked, shuffling.

“This time with Pepsi,” Charlotte suggested, and then she explained to us her latest finding in the black books. Experiments performed by J. B. Rhine in the 1930s indicated that people’s ESP and psychokinetic abilities improved after they’d drunk caffeinated sodas. After hearing this explanation, Rose let us raid Charlotte’s dad’s impressive Pepsi supply in the pantry.

“If anyone asks, I drank most of it and you guys each just had a glass,” Rose called from the living room as Charlotte and I chugged in the kitchen.

I thought I sensed in that statement Rose’s desire to have a little Pepsi herself. As Charlotte refilled my glass, I stepped tentatively into the living room to ask her if she wanted any. When I saw her slip a few cigarettes out of Charlotte’s mom’s coffee-table pack, I crept back into the kitchen for my second glass.

The Pepsi results were inconclusive. Charlotte’s performance improved slightly but remained just under chance. Mine stayed the same.

“Nora’s looks like a pretty pure power,” Rose said. “Kind of a steady, unshakable vision.”

Charlotte sucked on a lock of her reddish hair. She looked wounded, but just for a moment. When her eyes met mine, she pulled the hair out of her mouth and gave me an admiring smile.

“Yes,” she said, tucking the lock behind her ear. “It looks like it.”





Chapter Two

May 21, 2006

I drove up to Waverly on Sunday. It would be an ideal evening for me to arrive, Charlotte had said, since she would be around and her mother wouldn’t. That same day her mother was leaving to visit her sister in New Jersey for a week.

I’d explained it this way to Neil: that Charlotte had gotten in touch, that someone we both used to know—someone older than us—had died, that it just seemed the right time to reconnect. Neil was aware of Charlotte’s existence—remembered snatches of childhood stories that contained her name, had signed Christmas cards I’d addressed to her. And he remembered her from our wedding.

“I didn’t think you were that close, though,” he’d said.

He was right about that—we weren’t close. We hadn’t even been close in high school. While I steeped in my own shy gloom for most of those years, Charlotte was relatively popular from all her various clubs and athletics. But Charlotte had made sure we’d never lost touch. We sort of reconnected right around our high-school graduation, had coffee a few times. Then Charlotte had written me letters in college—beautiful letters, her small but sweeping script always in blue felt-tipped pen. I’d been uncertain of what to write back, and I couldn’t seem to make my college life sound or look so elegant on paper. I felt guilty for my sporadic response, but also relieved to have my last connection with Waverly dwindle to nearly nothing. Soon after, our relationship became a series of sporadic e-mails and a very occasional coffee in Hartford on the rare occasions I visited my mom in Connecticut.

Neil’s eyebrow had also arched at my plans to head to Waverly for a few days. My mother had moved out of town the year after I’d gone to college, and he knew I didn’t have much affection for the place. I quickly explained that it was just about getting away, really. I wouldn’t be teaching that glaze-chemistry class for another month. My plan, as he knew, was to throw all early summer to build up my stock for the summer and fall markets and shows. But last year I’d gone overboard and made more than I could sell, remember? And a whole month alone in the garage with my wheel? Was that really healthy?

Neil had agreed with that sentiment. Finding him satisfied, I decided not to explain to him about Rose—that she’d been Charlotte’s baby-sitter, that she’d disappeared one day on her way home from Charlotte’s, that I was probably the last person to see her alive.

As I drove up I-95, I considered why I’d never told Neil about Rose. I’d met him in college, where I always tried to be the opposite of whatever I’d been in Waverly. The Last to See Rose Banks Alive was one of my few distinctions in my hometown, so I naturally wanted to forget it. And soon after that, it seemed I’d gone without telling him too long to change my mind.

The drive from D.C. to northern Connecticut took all day. It was overcast by the time I’d made my way over to I-84, and raining by the time I reached the exit that eventually led to Waverly. It was mostly a scenic drive, through the generous-size properties that used to be farms, before coming to the police station, Waverly Elementary, and then downtown. It was Waverly’s quaint quality that had made it popular in the eighties, when a few developments went up around the edges of town, giving it its now-suburban feel. That was, coincidentally, when my mother had moved out to Waverly with me when I was five. She wasn’t attracted to the expensive new homes—she certainly didn’t have the money for that. We were living in the bigger, grittier town of Fairville before then, which I barely remember. She was working as a nurse with Charlotte’s mom at Fairville Hospital. It was Charlotte’s mom who tipped my mother off about the rare apartment available on Fox Hill Road, upstairs from Mrs. Crowe in her two-family house. My mother often talked about what a stroke of luck that had been and how kind it was of Charlotte’s mom to put in a good word for us, because it happened just in time for me to start kindergarten in Waverly’s reputably superior school system. Charlotte and I started on the same day—I remember her mother coming home from her night shift in time to snap pictures of us boarding the morning bus.

Waverly’s main strip hadn’t changed much since I’d last seen it a decade earlier. Its landmarks remained where I remembered them. St. Theresa’s, where Charlotte and her family attended church, still looked obnoxiously large and modern a block up from the older Congregational church and its accompanying town green. A few buildings down was the bank. Charlotte’s dad still worked there as far as I knew—weathering its many incarnations from Manchester Valley Savings to Fleet to Bank of America. No one in Waverly got a loan unless Mr. Hemsworth said it was okay, my mother told me once.

Farther up, I parked in Waverly Plaza, our glorified strip mall. There were two women’s clothing stores now instead of one—one for larger women, one for regular-size ladies. The Stop & Shop where I used to bag groceries was a now a Super Stop & Shop. The mom-and-pop cleaners was a Subway, and the liquor store appeared somehow less derelict than it had in my youth. It had a new sign, a new name—changed from Stompy’s Liquor Locker to Waverly Wine and Spirits.

I parked and ran into Super Stop & Shop to pick up something to bring Charlotte. I selected a bouquet of lilies and spent a few minutes considering a brownie mix. Brownie mixes had been an important source of entertainment in our girlhood together. But it seemed a little awkward to hand someone a brownie mix upon entering her home, whatever your history together. I nixed the mix and figured I’d find a nice bottle of wine at the newly gentrified Stompy’s.

I went out through the automatic doors to discover that the rain had picked up. A few people were standing under the store’s awning. I stood with them for a couple of minutes, listening to their grunts of “Cats and dogs” and their murmurs of deliberation—“Looks a little better now—should we run for it?” I didn’t make eye contact with anyone. If I shared a smile or a look of frustration with these people, I’d be a part of this crowd indefinitely. I’d have to wait for consensus to run to my car or, worse, justify myself if I ran before the rest of them.

I stepped out from under the awning, raced around the largest puddles, and reached my car just in time. A moment after I’d closed my door, the sound of the rain on my roof turned from steady to thunderous. Water came down in heavy sheets that rippled across the parking lot and blurred everything beyond my windshield. I imagined someone in the crowd under the awning remarking, Wow, she got lucky. It’s really coming down now.

The thought of those other people watching me in the rain made me remember it—walking home from school on a day like this, about thirteen years ago. I was fourteen, a freshman, about a month into high school. I’d stayed after school for help in geometry, which I was already practically flunking. When I’d left the school, it had looked a little drizzly, but nothing terrible. When I was about five minutes along the two-mile walk home, the sky opened up and dumped gallons of water on me. It was the sort of rain you can barely drive in, and walking in it felt absurd—like pushing against a wall of water. But there was nowhere for me to go except home, so I kept trudging along.

My skirt stuck to my legs, and my boots made squishing noises with each step along the flooded sidewalk. I was wearing my favorite of the back-to-school outfits my mother had bought for me—a flowing navy skirt delicately flowered with maroon and cream buds, with cream-colored tights and maroon socks peeking over the edge of soft brown ankle boots. For the last few weeks, though, I’d been starting to think the boots were all wrong. They had pointed toes and flat, balletlike soles. And a lot of the kids were starting to wear heavy black shoes with thick soles and round toes—Doc Martens and the like. Next to them my layered legs and pointy toes had the sad look of imitation eighties rock star.

When I was about halfway home, a black hatchback pulled over next to me. I tried to ignore it. I looked so ridiculous, I just wanted to be left alone.

“Hey!” a young male voice yelled from the car, which accelerated to catch up with me.

I finally turned but said nothing in response. Water dribbled off my nose and chin. The car was filled with a bunch of kids from the boys’ and girls’ soccer teams. Charlotte was likely the youngest in the car. She was sitting by the backseat window on the side farthest from me, craning her neck to look at me.

“Hey, Nora,” she called. It was kind of her to acknowledge me. By then we’d barely spoken in two years.

“Don’t you want a ride?” yelled the kid in the driver’s seat.

“What?” I said, looking down at my drenched clothes. The car was already packed, and the soccer kids were all dry. If I tried to squeeze in with them, water would pour out of me like a wrenched sponge.

“Do. You. Want. A. RIDE!” the girl behind the driver yelled at me, as if I were retarded.

I shook my head and kept walking, saying, “No thanks,” so softly that they likely didn’t hear me. I almost stopped to say it again, but I didn’t want to extend the encounter.

The car didn’t move until I was several paces ahead. Then finally the driver gunned it and sped away.

A couple minutes later, another car stopped for me—this time a brown Chevy Suburban, and its driver didn’t give me a choice about a ride.

“Get in,” Mrs. Banks ordered.

She always scared the hell out me, Rose’s mother. Ever since I was a little kid. She usually wore oversize round sunglasses with brown-tinted lenses—even in the rain. She reminded me of a fly wearing too much lipstick. And when she zoomed up and down Fox Hill with the Suburban’s windows open, you could always hear her braying along to her Joan Baez tapes—at least before Rose disappeared.

“What on earth were you thinking?” she demanded as she put her blinker on and pulled back into the flooded road. “You must’ve seen when you left school that it was about to pour.”

I shrugged.

When she turned to me, the stare of her big plastic fly eyes filled me with a self-conscious guilt. “Well? You going to say something?”

“No one could’ve come to pick me up anyway. My mom’s not home.”

Mrs. Banks’s ketchup-colored lips wrinkled up tight. “I see. And you couldn’t have just sat in the library for a while, done some homework, waited it out?”

I said nothing.

Mrs. Banks pulled in to Mrs. Crowe’s driveway. “My Rose told me once you were psychic.”

“She was joking,” I said, but immediately regretted it. Rose was three years gone by then, rendering all her words and intentions sacred and mysterious. It wasn’t for me to say what she ever meant. Especially to her mother.

“I guess so.” Mrs. Banks scoffed. “Because if you were psychic, you would’ve known how hard it was going to rain.”

When I got home, I peeled off the boots and the new socks to discover they’d bled maroon into the tights. The tights were ruined, as were the boots, soaked and misshapen beyond repair. Not that I cared to wear them anymore. I sat cross-legged on my bed and cried for at least an hour, clutching my clammy feet and trying to keep the sobs low so Mrs. Crowe wouldn’t hear them downstairs and ask my mother about it later. The tears weren’t for the tights or the boots or the geometry homework I didn’t know how to do, but for the four high-school years ahead of me. It still surprises me to think of how hard I cried that day, when I was too young and unimaginative to conceive of how miserable those years would actually turn out to be.

Now, sitting in the grocery store’s parking lot, I turned the key. The rain had let up a little.

The Hemsworths’ house was the crisp yellow raised ranch at the foot of Fox Hill, squeezed awkwardly between two older, more traditional, farm-style houses. I turned in to the driveway and parked behind a dirty silver Saturn.

It was still raining. I sat in the car for a minute or two, just then remembering that I’d forgotten to stop for wine. The strong, sweet scent of the lilies I’d bought for Charlotte began to relieve the sinking feeling I’d had in the Stop & Shop parking lot. I thought I saw a curtain flutter behind the picture window of the house, but I didn’t move.

I didn’t much like the house, looking at it now. Oddly, as a kid, I’d envied its wall-to-wall carpeting, its built-in basement bar, its general seventies-style comfort and convenience. It had seemed so much cooler to me at the time than the old mansard-roofed two-family where I lived, farther up the hill. Surely that house would look different to me now, too.

I closed my eyes and waited for the rain to slow a bit. I couldn’t quite believe that Charlotte still lived in this neighborhood. She’d spent years away—college, and then a couple of years in an apartment in nearby Fairville when she was working for the newspaper. But then she’d moved back here after she’d quit the paper and started an intensive teaching-certification program—a move that hadn’t made complete sense to me when she’d written me about it. I knew that the move back home was largely due to her mother’s declining health. Mrs. Hemsworth, who had divorced Charlotte’s father while we were in college, had been diagnosed with MS a few years ago. Charlotte wasn’t comfortable with her living alone. I think the idea was for Charlotte to help out for a little while and maybe build a nest egg for a nice place of her own once she began teaching—but she’d simply stayed. It wasn’t clear to me if her mother truly needed live-in help or if Charlotte was being overly protective.

I wasn’t surprised when I heard a thumping on my window. I waited a beat before opening my eyes to see Charlotte’s tall, willowy figure looming by my car door.

“Nora! Hi! C’mon!” she shouted through the glass. “What’s taking you so long? What, you’re napping?”

“Of course not,” I said into the glass. Charlotte shook her head to indicate that she couldn’t hear me. “I’m just . . . thinking.”

She had a black umbrella in her hand but was holding it awkwardly to the side so she could stick her face up to the glass. The heavy rain was hitting her right side, and the hair along the side of her face was getting soaked. Her hair was that enviable auburn, gathered into a beautiful mess behind her ears. What surprised me were the lines around her mouth. Laugh lines already. I’d forgotten how much she’d smoked the last time I saw her. It looked like she hadn’t ever stopped. Aside from that, her skin still had the perfect alabaster quality it had when we were kids.

Charlotte danced from one foot to the other.

“C’mon, c’mon!” she shouted. “C’mon out of there and give me a hug! I’m getting wet!”

I opened the car door and pushed the lilies into her outstretched arms.

Dreams and Dreaming:

September 1990

“Freud said dreams are the ‘royal road to the unconscious,’” Charlotte informed us. She’d marked a page in her book that said so.

“Freud was a jerk,” Rose said. She reached into Charlotte’s box of animal crackers and pulled out a fistful.

“What makes you say that?” Charlotte wanted to know.

“You’ll find out when you’re older.”

I wanted Charlotte to pursue this, but she didn’t.

“This section here gives tips on how to figure out your dreams,” she continued, looking at Rose for approval. Rose nodded and popped a buffalo into her mouth.

“The first step is recording your dreams. I think we should all keep a dream log.”

“We? All three of us?” Rose examined the hippo-shaped cracker in her hand, then bit its head off.

“Don’t you want to understand what your dreams are telling you? What they mean?”

“Where does that come from?” Rose asked. “Where does ‘what they mean’ come from?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, if you think that they mean something, you believe that it comes from somewhere. Where does the message come from, then?”

Charlotte stared at Rose, openmouthed and breathing through her nose. I could tell she was straining not to roll her eyes.

“It’s a mystery,” I said softly.

“It’s not a mystery,” Charlotte hissed. “The message comes from your subconscious.”

“What is that, exactly? Where does that come from?”

“From your brain.”

Rose looked at me. “You know what I’m saying, right?”

I hesitated. “Wherever it comes from, it probably helps to record your dreams.”

“How’s that?” Rose asked.

“Maybe by recording them,” I said uncertainly, “you can figure out where they’re coming from.”

Charlotte nodded her agreement. “That’s really what these directions are saying. The more you write them down, the more you remember, the better you’ll put the pieces together and learn what they’re trying to say.”

Rose smiled. “What who is trying to say? What what is trying to say?”

Charlotte twisted her ponytail into a bun, then let it fall back onto her neck. “Never mind,” she said.

Rose dusted animal-cracker crumbs off her hands.

“Don’t get mad. I’m just asking. Go get some paper, will you?” She grabbed a pen from the middle of the kitchen table. “I actually had a pretty interesting dream last night.”

Charlotte dashed off to her bedroom. Rose and I sat in silence. She perched her elbow on the edge of the table, clicking the pen. Chick-a chick-a. Chick-a chick-a. Her restless thumb gave her away, clicking maniacally like that. She was actually interested in writing down her dreams—I could tell.

Charlotte returned with a sheet of wide-ruled notebook paper for each of us, but when it came time to start, Rose was the only one writing. I doodled around the middle notebook hole, making it into a fiery sun. Charlotte gazed at Rose. Rose quickly produced a few round-lettered lines, then looked up.

“Done,” she said, and pushed her paper across to Charlotte. I looked over Charlotte’s shoulder, reading it along with her:

I was in gym class, and Mrs. Powers was making us do endless headstands on those gross old gym mats. When she wasn’t looking, when she was spotting someone else, I got off my head and scooched to the end of the mat. I pulled the end of it up like it was one of those curly plastic sleds, and it took off, zipping me around the gymnasium and then, after a little while, into the air. Suddenly my gym mat was a magic carpet, and I was flying up and out of the gym, away from the school. Soon I was flying so high I couldn’t see the ground. I’m not sure where I was, but I knew I was probably pretty far from Waverly.

“A flying dream!” Charlotte grabbed her book and flipped pages excitedly. “There’s a section in the book about those. I’ve never had one. Have you, Nora?”

“No,” I answered. “Only falling.”

“Here it is! Let’s see . . . hmm . . . well, it says they’re common in people who’re ‘forced to endure unhappy circumstances.’ People who want to get free.”

Rose wrestled the book from Charlotte. “That’s bullshit.”

Charlotte frowned. “You shouldn’t say that word.”

“Sorry. I meant to say ‘That’s garbage.’ Okay?”

“Okay,” Charlotte said reluctantly. Then, after a moment’s thought, she asked, “Did you crash through the ceiling of the gym?”

The front kitchen door swung open just then, and Charlotte’s older brother, Paul, sauntered into the room, looking sweaty. He was home early from soccer practice.

“Hey,” he said, sitting with us uninvited, grabbing a banana from the bowl on the table.

“Hey,” Rose echoed.

“Hi,” I said softly. Charlotte ignored him.

“No,” Rose answered Charlotte. “All of a sudden I was above it. You know how sometimes stuff just magically happens like that in dreams?”

“Yeah,” Charlotte said. She read over Rose’s words again. “So is that all you remember?”

“It got fuzzy after that.”

Charlotte nodded knowingly and took her book back.

“What’re you guys doing?” Paul asked as he peeled his banana.

“Dream analysis,” Charlotte answered, then turned to Rose again.

“You should read this page,” she said, flipping back to a bookmarked section. “It tells you how to get better at remembering. You should jot down the dreams right after you wake up. Keep a pen and paper by your bed. And you shouldn’t try to make them sound like they make sense. Just write exactly what you remember.”

Taking the book back again, Rose raised an eyebrow and glanced at Paul over Charlotte’s head. They smiled in mutual amusement at Charlotte’s tone. Rose and Paul were friends, sort of. Rose was dating Aaron, a guy from Paul’s soccer team. According to Charlotte, Aaron was really handsome. Charlotte was always trying to get Rose to talk about him—to tell us about kissing him.

“I’ll take a look,” Rose said, glancing at our blank papers. “But you two ought to get to work.”

I made my notebook-hole sun larger and stared at the blank lines of my paper, trying to block out the squishy sound of Paul chewing his banana. My most vivid dream in recent memory was something about Play-Doh spaghetti. Ribbons and rainbows of it noodling out of unexpected places, like electrical sockets and air-conditioner vents. Finding little worms of it in the corners of my bedroom and on my pillow, and not knowing if I should feel delighted or disgusted by it.

My mother never let me have store-bought Play-Doh. She thought it was gross and hated its smell. Regardless, I was now too old to be thinking about it, and I therefore probably shouldn’t write about it in front of Rose and Charlotte—certainly not in front of Paul. I sighed and peered at Charlotte’s paper. She’d written “Dream Work Log” across the top in neat, dark letters, and the date below that. Her elbow and forearm hid whatever else she’d started to write.

“Did you read this all the way to the end?” Rose asked Charlotte.

“Yeah.”

“‘In fact, some authorities believe true dream interpretation should only be pursued with the help of a trained professional.’” Rose scoffed, then continued. “‘The messages of the unconscious can be upsetting or frightening, they believe, if revealed too rapidly or without proper guidance.’ Woo-hoo. Charlotte, do you know what that means?”

Another glance between Rose and Paul. Paul grinned at her, unaware, probably, of the little banana string stuck to the corner of his mouth. His eager, toothy smile always made me think of an overly enthusiastic camp counselor. I wondered when he’d date someone, too. Probably not for a while. He wasn’t nearly as cool as Rose.

“Yeah,” Charlotte said.

“Yeah? Pretty serious stuff.” Rose clicked her pen rapidly again, holding it loosely next to her ear. “It means it’s really dangerous, what we’re doing.”

“I know,” Charlotte said, glaring at Rose and then Paul.

Rose ignored Charlotte’s snotty tone and clicked her pen once more, smiling just slightly as she gazed down at the paragraph she had written. Seeing her expression, I wondered if the dream had been a joke. She could have made it all up just to make Charlotte and me look silly. Magic carpets, after all, were not what I’d imagined a sixteen-year-old would dream about. Sixteen-year-olds probably dreamed about the things that occupied their lives, like kissing and blue eye shadow and algebra. Maybe her dreams were full of things we were too young to hear about. Or maybe Rose was a little like me. Maybe her dreams, too, were full of things she didn’t want other people to understand.





Chapter Three

May 21, 2006

We didn’t mention Rose at all during dinner, which consisted of pizza and red wine. (“I haven’t had time to grocery-shop yet,” Charlotte explained. “Sorry.”)

Instead we caught up on the most innocuous of topics. Charlotte’s job—two years now teaching at Waverly High, where we’d gone as kids—was it still weird? And me—my pottery, the community college, the aging hippies in my night classes. Neil—how he’d finally finished his master’s and was really happy to be with U.S. Fish & Wildlife, which he’d always considered a sort of dream job.

As we lingered over our pizza crusts, I gazed around the room, marveling inwardly at finding myself in this kitchen once more. It had been updated somewhat. The ugly mauve wallpaper was gone, replaced with a simple cream paint. Sometime along the way, someone had painted over the dark cabinetry with a dusty-blue shade. Still, that color retained the kitchen’s shadowy feel. There was a thick canopy of trees on the kitchen side of the yard, so this room had never gotten any light—and still didn’t. The old smell of the Hemsworth house—cigarettes, imitation maple syrup, and dryer sheets—was still there somewhere, just discernible under the floral-cinnamon mix of someone’s attempt to cover it with scented candles.

Charlotte sighed, trying to follow my gaze around the room.

“So,” I said, sensing that my silence had grown uncomfortable for her. “What made you leave the paper for teaching anyway?”

Charlotte sighed again. “You mind if I have a cigarette?”

“Of course not.”

“It wasn’t so much that teenagers inspire me.” She fished a pack of Camels out of her tote bag and grabbed a lighter off the coffee table. “You don’t smoke, do you?”

I shook my head.

“It was that there’s only so much you can do with an En-glish background, and things went a little sour between me and the Voice management. You know I was the general-assignment reporter for Waverly and Fairville, right? Everything was going pretty well until I had to do this story about the fire department’s radio transmitter. This was years ago, now. Hard to believe. Anyway, there was a new fire chief, and he had this bee in his bonnet about the radio transmitter. The frequency assigned to the fire department is really close to the one assigned to the police department, so apparently for years there’s been interference and they’re always hearing blurbs of each other’s communication, sometimes blocking up the line. So this new fire chief started writing to the FCC, asking for a new frequency, but the frequencies are so filled up he had to get the state senate involved. It’s a safety issue, he says. They can’t be blocking up each other’s communication.”

“Sounds reasonable.”

“Yeah.” Charlotte sucked on her cigarette for a moment. “So I’m chatting with the fire chief about this, and he says, ‘Just last month one of my guys was putting out a call to verify an address, and he had to wait almost a minute for the PD to finish putting in their coffee orders.’ Apparently the police sometimes radio out from the office, giving coffee-and-doughnut requests to whoever was patrolling the streets. The fire department was often getting blips of that.”

“Uh-huh. So you quoted that in the article.”

“Hell yes. But that was the problem. Everyone was amused except for the police department, especially the chief. But did he get pissed at the fire chief for saying it? No. They’re old buddies, they go way back. He gets mad at me for quoting it.”

“That’s dumb.”

“Yeah. Well, it gets worse. Everyone was so tickled by that line about the coffee orders that there were a few pranks. Someone built a big pyramid of Styrofoam cups on the front lawn of the Waverly Police Department. Someone else filled up the chief’s car with cups. Frankly, I think that one was an inside job. But anyway, the chief got really mad then. Writes a couple more letters to the editor. What if he’d been running out to respond to an emergency call? And his car was filled with coffee cups? What then? Someone could have died. It’s all about safety, and it’s all my fault. Suddenly Charlotte Hems-worth’s a public menace. Charlotte Hemsworth’s writing her
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