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Past-life memory claims have been researched by academics from diverse backgrounds and fields (anthropology, psychiatry, psychology) in almost every country and culture. In America, the psychiatrist Ian Stevenson (MD) from the Division of Perceptual Studies at the University of Virginia devoted more than fifty years to scientific investigation of past-life memories, known as Cases of the Reincarnation Type (CORT). In all, more than two thousand such cases were recorded.

These cases reveal underlying patterns in the claims of past-life experiences. On average, children begin making statements about a past life when they are thirty-five months. Twenty percent of such children claim to recall the interval between two lives. Almost 75 percent describe the mode of death. More than 35 percent display phobias related to the circumstances of an unnatural death.

Other common features among the children studied are: philias, or skills unlearned but somehow acquired; birthmarks corresponding to some physical aspect of the alleged previous personality’s death; memories of the places where they allegedly lived in a previous lifetime; their own name or the names of people they knew in a past life; as well as statements especially concerned with the later years of the previous personality’s lifetime.

Many of these cases have been independently verified by researchers. Common methods for investigation in these cases include: interviews with the subject, their parents, firsthand witnesses, and the alleged previous personality’s relatives and close friends; documentation and photographic analysis, as well as the consideration of medical and legal records pertinent to the claims.

At present, this phenomenon remains unexplained.





Then

They were lying side by side on beach towels flung out over the grass. The trees cut the sunlight into shifting patterns that skated across their bare skin, August dark, freckled with mosquito bites. Their hair, still damp from their swim, was tangled in long ropes on the grass. The wind lifted gooseflesh on their arms. Summer was ending. Soon it would be time to go home.

Becca rolled onto an elbow. Her eyes were the same color as the sky—Technicolor blue—and full of the same drifting clouds.

“Kate, will you promise me something?”

Kate had been drifting—lulled by the rhythm of splashing and happy shouts from the lake, the periodic bark of the counselors’ voices across the water, and the distant sound of a motorboat. Becca’s voice, like an anchor, drew her away from the edge of sleep.

“Promise we’ll always be best friends,” Becca said. “No matter what happens. Swear it.”

“I promise,” Kate said.

“But do you swear? Like for real real? Cross your heart, hope to die, on your own grave, all of that?”

“Of course.” Kate reached out, laughing, and hooked Becca’s pinkie in hers. “I swear it. Happy now?”

Becca looked at her thoughtfully. After a minute, she settled down on her back again, squinting up at the sky, keeping Kate’s pinkie locked in hers.

“You shouldn’t laugh about this stuff,” she said. She gave Kate’s finger a squeeze so hard, it hurt. “Forever is a long time.”







One

There was something wrong with the trees on the East Coast. There were too many of them. They crowded out the sky. They seemed to be running down to the lake in some desperate suicide pact to drown with their own reflections.

As a kid, Kate Willis had loved summers in Massachusetts. She’d loved the thick heat, which lay heavy on the afternoons like a damp beach towel. She’d loved the green swells of shaggy hillsides, the narrow thread of footpaths through the trees, the urgent chorus of tree frogs in the evening, the moths that battered the screen door after dark.

Now the woods seemed to her claustrophobic. The roads whiplashing between them—dizzying, disorienting, like the long tail of an undulating snake. Sheffield, Massachusetts, which she’d remembered fondly from camp hiking trips to Bartholomew’s Cobble nature preserve, looked as if it had been struck by paralysis, frozen somewhere in the deep past, like a deer standing before headlights. Her cell phone service wavered, sputtered, and cut out.

She found herself wishing for the smooth, democratizing landscape of Virginia: its highways and superstores, fast-food franchises and parking lots, the reassuring big-box buildings, the tidy rows of modern town houses, the stately brick mansions on their mantles of green. In Virginia—at least in the Martha Jefferson neighborhood of Charlottesville, where she’d lived for fifteen years, ever since she’d landed a position in the University of Virginia’s Psychology Department—the trees knew their place. Moored at tidy intervals around the neighborhood, or pinioned in decorative postures on even-keeled lawns, the trees were as harmless, as meek, as inoffensive as any houseplant.

They did not seem, somehow, to be alive in the same way as the trees in Massachusetts.

Kate slowed when she came upon the waste station just south of Great Barrington, scanning the trees for a narrow gap that marked the entrance to Camp Sauquamet. The sign was still there. Faded by years of exposure and overgrown with weeds, but visible, in part because of the “For Sale” sign shouting in red just in front of it. She felt a flutter in her chest—a vestigial imprint of the excitement she used to feel with her nose pressed to the bus window and a logjam of other campers at her back, when the driveway was at last within sight.

Just as quickly, the good feeling was snuffed out, replaced by something like dread. Quickly, she sped up.

She managed to seize hold of a cell phone signal just as she was navigating through an accelerated slurry of houses and shops dribbling out of the town center, where she and her friends had once gone for weekend field trips. It looked very little like the place she remembered. Fashionable art galleries had replaced run-down head shops; the quaint brick buildings had the spruced-up sheen of gentrification; a group of twentysomething weekenders—pale, tattooed, and looking slightly out of place among the greenery—stood in line outside of a new gastropub, as if they’d been cut and pasted into position from Brooklyn.

Her phone buzzed an aggregate of new text messages from Steve.

Where do we keep Moshi’s heartworm medication?

Forget it. I found it.

Bo DOES need surgery, by the way. But the doctor says the growth isn’t cancerous.

I thought we’d wait until you got back from Massachusetts.

How is Massachusetts, by the way? Are you enjoying your trip down memory lane?



Kate called up Steve’s number through Bluetooth. He was still first, just as he was still listed as her emergency contact on every legal and medical form.

“You realize you text me more now than when we were married?” Kate said when he picked up. She could hear Steve banging around the cabinets for something. Moshi was keening in the background. Steve had probably promised treats.

“When we were married, you gave the dogs their medication,” Steve said easily. “I didn’t need to text you.” She imagined him in his new condo in downtown Charlottesville, feet slotted into those dumb shower sandals she hated so much, wearing his faded U of V sweatpants and an ironic T-shirt. Then: “How’s the walk down memory lane? Did you make it back to Camp Sasquatch?”

“Camp Sauquamet,” she corrected him. “Not Sasquatch. Sasquatch is a cryptid.”

“Ghosts and legends. Hard to keep them straight.” A beat of silence tipped them momentarily toward the edge of a question—something about Kate, about camp, about whether Kate could bring herself to visit. Something about Becca, and that summer they all turned fourteen. But in the end, Steve veered toward safer conversational ground. “When do you meet the girl? Emily, right?”

“Emily’s the mother. And we meet in”—Kate checked the time—“exactly fifty-two minutes.” Kate had been referred to the Haskell family by Dr. Rushkin, chair of the University of Virginia’s Division of Perceptual Studies. DOPS was one of the only serious academic facilities in the country devoted to the investigation of extraordinary cognitive and perceptual phenomena: near-death experiences, altered states of consciousness, anomalous psychic interactions between human beings and their environment, and children who claimed to recall past lives. It wasn’t the first time Dr. Rushkin had tapped Kate to conduct a psychological review of this kind. In addition to chairing the psychology department and conducting research through her own dedicated lab, Kate was called in periodically to consult on DOPS cases that involved children. Six years earlier, Kate had flown to Sweden to investigate the mysterious episodes of refugee children who’d fallen into coma-like sleeps for years at a time. And only the previous year, Kate had published a book about a boy whose family had claimed he was possessed by demons.

But Kate had made the decision to investigate the story of six-year-old Henley Haskell, who claimed to be experiencing traumatic memories from a previous lifetime, on her own. It was summertime, the university was largely vacant, and Dr. Rushkin couldn’t get a budget approved for her trip. Nonetheless, Kate had decided to spend a few days in Massachusetts conducting interviews. It had been a long time since she’d been to that part of the world; her own therapist had recommended the trip, suggesting that Kate might find it healing.

Besides, Kate was curious—and skeptical. She was eager to sit with this child persuaded that she had lived, and died, before. DOPS had a simple framework for assessing the validity of past-life claims. The information the child recalled of a previous life had to be consistent, persistent, and independently verifiable; also impossible, or extremely unlikely, to have been acquired by any other means. Even though DOPS was staffed with researchers devoted to studying phenomenology that made most serious academics laugh—or cringe—they were insistent that their research meet standards of scientific rigor. Their hypotheses—that there was scientific evidence for reincarnation, ditto for the existence of life after death—were considered fringe by any standard. They insisted that the research itself be bulletproof.

That was where Kate, who could and would happily blow holes through any theory that carried even a whiff of the supernatural, came in. And so far, the handful of cases that DOPS had referred to her had, in Kate’s opinion, turned up absolutely no proof of the spooky or the supernatural—only scam artists, psychological abusers, and extraordinary environmental dysfunction, with commensurately extraordinary psychological forms of coping.



“Just promise me you’ll keep an open mind,” Steve said. Steve was a social anthropologist and one of the faculty members at DOPS. During their marriage, she and Steve had spent hours debating reports from people around the globe who’d supposedly been reincarnated or survived physical death with a memory intact of their passage through the light. He’d called her narrow-minded. A materialist. Even brainwashed by the mainstream. She’d accused him of being a mystic, overly credulous, and even antiscientific.

“Open minds are overrated,” Kate said. “They wind up full of all sorts of junk.”

Once upon a time, Kate had been a believer. In ghosts and legends. In hands that could reach back through the veil of death and snatch you from a bicycle or a boat.

But she’d been a girl then. Little more than a child herself.

She knew now: There was no story scarier than what people could do to each other.

[image: ]

Stockbridge looked unchanged—at least from a distance. But as Kate followed Route 7 onto Main Street, she noticed a Pilates studio and a juice bar, tastefully concealed inside of what looked like a log cabin. Stockbridge, too, had been altered by the rising numbers of urban hipsters in the area, driven out to the sticks by soaring real estate prices, or by Covid, or both.

A woman wheeled clothing racks of shapeless tunics onto the sidewalk in front of her store. A small pack of young teenagers were walking, huddled over their iPhones, giggling about something. Kate wondered where they came from, whether they lived here year round. She remembered that on Sundays, the oldest campers had been loosed into various towns to poke around, wander the streets, and buy junk that they would regret later. She and her best friends, all girls who’d bunked together since their first summer at the age of eight, had cherished that privilege and the freedom that came with it. There had been four of them in her set: Becca McGuire, Lennie Anderson, Mariana Edwards, and Kate. The counselors had called them the “Bunk-Twelve Four,” or the “Cat Pack.” They’d been inseparable.

Until, suddenly, one of them was gone.

With thirty minutes to kill before she was due at the Haskells’, Kate spotted a coffee shop and pulled over. When she stepped out of the car, the smell of the Berkshires hit her like a physical force, ricocheting her back to camp mornings when she rose at the sound of a bugle horn, shuddered out the door with her bunkmates, and flip-flopped down the damp slope to the communal showers, where the wood was always spongy with old moisture, and moss grew in the corners. God, she had loved it there. She had loved even the things she pretended to hate, like the chore wheel, and clipping towels to dry on the laundry lines, where spiders would weave webs between them overnight. She had loved the clatter of the mess hall and bouncing her voice across the lake as they marched in unison on competition days, singing made-up team lyrics to familiar music.

Where had that child gone? Where had that feeling gone? She had dropped it, as if down a well, along with all her memories of that final summer.

She had left it somewhere no one would ever find it.

She had left it next to Becca.

Inside, the coffee shop looked exactly as she would have expected: cozy, ad hoc, with a mishmash of wobbly tables and a long counter displaying oversize baked goods. The walls were wood, and papered with hundreds of flyers advertising local sites, businesses, cars for sale, theatrical performances, and farmers markets.

She ordered a coffee—large, hot, and splashed with actual cream, the way she liked it—and spent some time idling in the corner, scanning the various brochures and advertisements, looking at offers for dog walkers and brochures for ropes courses and local arts festivals. She even noticed a glossy brochure for Emily Haskell’s pottery studio, Wheel of Fortune, showing off photos of kids with clay-slicked hands grinning from behind the wheels. There was no better place to get a sense of a community than on the walls of a coffee shop, Kate felt. This one seemed happy, and busy, and self-consumed. A proper bubble, but in the best way, and a welcome antidote to her iPhone news feed.

She was about to turn away when she spotted a face she recognized, and froze. Peeking out from beneath a flyer promoting dog-sitting services by responsible and caring 16-year-old Brenna Hobbes was the xeroxed photograph of a wide-eyed woman with the face of an overgrown child, a halo of light hair, and a sweet, unselfconscious smile.

Ms. Mariana’s Music Studio. Music Lessons for Kids grades K-12. West Stockbridge, MA.

It was Mariana Edwards. Little Mari. The sweetest, and most innocent, of all of them. Twenty-six years older and no longer wearing glasses, but unmistakably the same—alive, here, teaching music only spitting distance from where they’d spent their summers.

Kate felt a strange bit of static behind her eyes, staring at Mari’s picture, as if she’d just touched something electric. She wondered how and when Mariana had moved to the area; she seemed to remember that Mariana had grown up in North Carolina. Maybe South Carolina. Definitely somewhere in the South. She’d been a regular churchgoer, and the only camper, as far as Kate knew, who’d made use of the on-site prayer room.

She let sixteen-year-old Brenna’s flyer fall back into place, obscuring Mariana’s smile. She took her coffee and went out into the sunshine and the fresh air, which carried the scent of pines.

It was time to meet with the Haskells and see about the girl supposedly reborn from the dead.







Two

The Haskells lived ten minutes outside of Stockbridge. There were about twenty houses on the street, each with a sweep of acreage and a long coiling driveway that whipped into the trees.

House #44 was painted white and clearly well loved. Kate noted a tire swing, and also an enormous plastic jungle gym and a trampoline she would have killed for as a child. The garden was neat and well tended. The lawn, too. No immediate signs of neglect or disarray, the kind that might inspire a young girl to begin inventing stories for attention.

But Kate also knew that looks could be deceiving. She’d once worked with a boy whose parents, both marketing executives, kept a beautiful home in Alexandria. The boy had developed a problematic attachment to an imaginary friend, to whom he was so loyal, and so psychically bound that he refused to participate in normal classroom activities if his friend expressed a distaste for them, which was often. He wouldn’t join any teams unless his friend could play, too. He wouldn’t eat unless his friend had a seat at the table. Kate had discovered eventually that his parents interacted with their child only rarely, leaving him instead locked up for hours in a basement playroom while they entertained guests or worked alone at their computers. The physical environment was only one indication of the psychic realities of a household.

Still—from the outside, at least—the Haskells’ home looked happy.



Climbing out of the car, Kate took a moment to simply admire the sun yawning lazily across the slope of lawn. Invisible birds twittered her arrival. Two deer moved on stalky legs through the dappled shade of the trees.

“Isn’t it beautiful up here?”

Kate turned around, surprised by the voice. Emily Haskell had emerged on the front porch: tall, willowy, as lithe as a ballet dancer, with brown skin and eyes that looked almost yellow in the sun. Her hair was loosely knotted and secured by a colorful headband. She was wearing paint-splattered jeans, a tunic, and clogs. An appropriate outfit for a Berkshires-based pottery instructor. Kate wondered whether the fat porcelain frog squatting on the front stairs with a “Welcome” sign was one of her pieces.

“I used to make fun of my sister for settling down here,” Emily continued as Kate came up the stairs into the shade. Kate knew, from the brief that DOPS had given her, that Emily Haskell had moved to the Berkshires while her twin sister was dying of cancer. After her sister’s death, Emily had chosen to remain. “I called her ‘the country mouse.’ I was ‘the city mouse’—big apartment, big job, big social life. For almost twenty years, I was always hustling up that ladder. She used to beg me to slow down.” Emily gave a little laugh, as if recalling the details of a compelling dream that now, on awakening, seemed ridiculous. “She was right. She was always right. I did better in school, but she was the smarter one.” Then, reaching out a hand: “You must be Dr. Willis.”

“Kate’s fine,” Kate said, shaking Emily’s hand, somewhat surprised by the warm welcome. She had expected Emily to be anxious—closed off, wary, or outright defensive. Most parents were, at first meeting. They knew or suspected that Kate would find blame in the way they’d parented their child. The way they’d permitted, or coddled, or punished, or withdrawn. They often treated her like some kind of foreign incursion in a well-choreographed military operation, an intruder with an agenda and the weapons to do harm to their well-loved illusions of care and competence.



And there was some truth to that. Children absorbed and disgorged their parents’ dysfunctions like sponges.

But Emily seemed perfectly at ease, even happy to see her.

“I thought we could talk a bit out here before you meet Henley,” she explained, indicating a wicker chair where Kate could have a seat. “She’s inside with her iPad. It’s a special weekend treat . . . I’m very strict about screen time.”

Kate smiled. There was, after all, a hint of anxiety in Emily’s voice. A desire to please.

“Does she know that I’m coming?” Kate asked.

Emily nodded.

“Does she understand why?”

“I think so.” Emily opened her hands, a helpless gesture. “I told her that you were a friend and a very smart person. I said that you were interested in learning about her ‘other life.’”

“‘Her other life,’” Kate repeated. A highly suggestive turn of phrase. “Is that what you call it?”

“That’s what she calls it,” Emily corrected her. “I don’t know what to call it. At first, I assumed she was just imagining things . . .”

“But not anymore?”

“No,” Emily said firmly. “No, not anymore.”

Kate absorbed that. “Do you remember ever speaking to Henley about reincarnation?” When Emily shook her head, she said, “What about the afterlife? Heaven?”

“I’m not religious. Spiritual, sure—there has to be something out there bigger than we are—but I quit organized religion when I was still a teenager.” Emily smiled a little self-consciously. “Henley’s never even been to church.”

“What about your sister’s death?” Kate asked. “Have you ever spoken to Henley about it?”

Emily hesitated. “Not explicitly,” she said. “I tell stories about Aunt Lily. There are pictures of her in the house. But she doesn’t know the details. Only that Aunt Lily died before she was born.”



“And do you think she understands what that means?”

“She understands,” Emily said. Something shifted in her eyes—a cloud, darkening her expression. “Henley has nightmares . . .”

An alarm was tripped in Kate’s head. “About dying?” she said. The average six-year-old would just be capable of understanding that death was both permanent and irreversible. But recurring nightmares were unusual for the age group.

Emily nodded. “About suffocating,” she said, looking down at her hands.

For a moment, both women let the weight of this statement settle between them. Then, abruptly, Emily stood up. She moved over to the porch railing, leaning out over the lawn like a passenger on the deck of a ship, scouting for distant land. Without turning around, she said, “You don’t believe in souls, do you?”

Caught off guard by the question, Kate took a second to answer. “What do you mean?”

Emily made an impatient gesture. “Souls. Essence. Something that lives beyond the body—beyond the brain, even. Something that might live on or even be . . . shared. Inside of people, and between them.”

Kate couldn’t help but wonder whether she was thinking of her daughter or her twin sister. “I think,” she said carefully, “that the soul counts as a core belief for many people. And core beliefs themselves are very powerful. I think that they often can . . . manifest in ways that we have yet to explain or fully reconcile.”

“So you don’t believe,” Emily said, but without hostility.

“My beliefs aren’t relevant,” Kate said. “They’re only beliefs. They aren’t necessarily in touch with reality. My job is to make sure I understand the difference.”

Emily shot her a look over one shoulder, as if she suspected Kate of taking the easy way out. “When my sister died,” she said, “I knew it. I felt it. We could always feel each other’s pain, ever since we were little. If Lily got so much as a splinter, my finger would begin to throb. Whenever I had migraines, even in college, she would get nauseous.” Her hands tightened on the railing. “The day it happened, I was two states away and in the middle of a deposition, and suddenly all the breath went out of my body. I could feel my heart crack open in two. I knew.”

“I’m sorry,” Kate said, hating the words even as they came out of her mouth. She sounded like a Hallmark card. “That must have been devastating.”

“It was like losing half of myself,” Emily said simply. She turned back to face Kate again. “How do you understand that?”

Kate didn’t have an answer. She could tell that Emily wasn’t really looking for one.

Emily sighed. “When Dr. Rushkin first suggested that we speak to you, I thought you worked for him.”

“I’m a colleague at the university,” Kate said carefully. “I consult on special cases, where children are involved. Dr. Rushkin is very busy—”

“And he doesn’t want to waste his time with scams and delusions. I get it.” She ran a fingernail over the railing where the paint was chipping. Kate was struck by how beautiful she looked with the sun sliding off her shoulders. Beautiful, and unhappy. “I read about you. I looked up your work after we spoke on the phone. I read about the case you investigated in Minnesota—the little boy who claimed he had memories of being a fighter pilot in World War I. That was a scam, wasn’t it?”

Again, Kate chose her words carefully. “It was,” she acknowledged. “But by the time I spoke with Nathan—the boy—he truly believed the story himself. His parents had been feeding him information since he was a baby.”

“Why?” Emily asked. “Why would anybody do that to a child?”

Kate peered at her. Either Emily was extremely naive, or she was doing an excellent job of pretending. “Nathan was the family’s meal ticket,” she said. “They published a book about him. They put his story all over YouTube.”

Emily’s expression shifted, hardening slightly. “Is that what you think? You think I’ve been feeding Henley stories?”



“I don’t think anything,” Kate said. “I haven’t even spoken to Henley yet. I don’t have any of the facts.”

“The facts.” Emily said the word disdainfully. Abruptly, she crossed to the front door and vanished inside. She returned a moment later, holding a sheaf of papers inside a manila folder.

“This is for you. Look through it. Then you can decide on the facts.”

Inside the folder, Kate saw pages of handwritten and typed notes, each neatly dated, going back three years—along with a child’s colorful drawings, presumably Henley’s.

“I started taking notes a few years ago of Henley’s memories,” Emily said. “Her nightmares, too. I asked her to draw or paint all the places she remembered from . . . before.”

Kate sifted quickly through the artwork—some pages warped by old watercolors, others punctured by colored pencils driven ferociously into the paper. There were only three subjects, seemingly repeated, each time with a steadier hand that signified the girl was getting older. One was a yellow house framed by tall trees—Henley had even drawn a tree house in the branches—and bordered by bright flower beds. The second was a steepled church with what appeared to be a wheelbarrow or an enormous bicycle in the yard. Something with wheels, definitely.

Emily saw her puzzling over it. “That’s a cannon,” she said, leaning a little closer. “I didn’t even know Henley knew the word.”

The third was a big expanse of blue, scribbled ferociously across the page, crowned with large semicircles that appeared to be growing straight out of the water.

“What’s this?” Kate asked Emily.

“A graveyard,” Emily said. “Henley says she remembers there was a graveyard on the lake.”

For a second, Kate’s heart stilled, as if she’d plunged headfirst into icy water. A sudden image of the ruins on Fair Isle shuttered in her mind—the tombstones, bleary from long years of exposure, leaping out of the green. She saw the mausoleum with its stone angel, her wings folded, eyes blank and staring, holding up a broken finger to the sky. The Gray Lady. She imagined for a second one of the spirits of those nameless dead clawing out of the grave to take hold of Henley’s paintbrush.

But just as quickly, she shrugged off the fantasy. Lake Sauquamet was less than fifteen miles away. No doubt its legends were familiar to everyone around here.

“There’s a graveyard on Fair Isle, in the middle of Sauquamet Lake. Have you ever taken Henley swimming there?”

Emily frowned. “Sauquamet Lake . . . that’s the one off Route 22, right? Near that old camp . . . ?” When Kate nodded, Emily shook her head firmly. “I’ve heard the lake is dangerous. People have drowned. The South Beach is off-limits, you know, ever since the county stepped in to manage it.”

The South Beach, Kate assumed, was the stretch of pebble and sand that once belonged exclusively to Camp Sauquamet. Still, the fact that Emily had heard the rumors about the lake meant that in all likelihood, Henley had, too. Maybe that was why she’d drawn a graveyard on the water. It might be her way of literalizing her fears. Kids did that all the time. They imagined angry monsters under the bed, dangers lurking in the closet, waiting to devour them, as a way of processing the undercurrents of tension in the home. They externalized their loneliness and neglect in the form of imaginary caretakers, friends who would never abandon them. They gave physical shape to whatever troubled them to help make sense of it.

But if that was what Henley was doing, Kate had to wonder: What was she really afraid of?

She put the folder in her briefcase and stood up.

“I’d like to meet her now,” she said. She wouldn’t have sworn to it, but she thought that, for a second, Emily was the one who looked afraid.

[image: ]

Inside, the house was pretty, quaint, and doused by heavy slabs of sunlight coming in through the open windows. Kate’s mind immediately began to rove, seizing on select details, clicking them into an ever-growing impression of Emily’s parenting style. The jumble of shoes near the front door, a mass of children’s sneakers and floral rain boots, hastily shoved into a wicker bin. Attentive, but not obsessive. Framed artwork interspersed with family photos, showing Henley at different ages: sticking her hand through a chain-link fence to pet a woolly lamb; holding up fingers covered in paint and grinning toothily at the camera. Proud, but not overly concerned with appearances. There was a piano in the corner and an obese cat lolling happily in the sun, barely bothering to assess the stranger in the room. Ceramic vases, overflowing with wildflowers from the garden, gave the living room a natural feeling.

“Are all of these yours?” Kate asked, gesturing to one of the pieces.

“Mostly,” Emily said. “This one’s Henley’s.” She picked up a misshapen bowl, splotchy with colorful glazes, and smiled. “I teach a class every Sunday for parents and kids. It’s been a hit. We had to open a waitlist last fall.” She selected another item from the shelf—a delicate fluted vase, tastefully neutral. “And this was my sister’s.”

“Your sister was a potter, too?”

Emily nodded. “We learned together as children. My mother was a painter. Well, still is, I guess, although arthritis has slowed her down some. That’s hers.” She indicated a pretty oil painting of a city landscape covered in snow, hanging next to a photograph of a bundled-up Henley posing next to a snowman in front of the house. “Lily and I both applied to art school. I transferred to Columbia after my first year and started in prelaw. I thought I was being practical.” She shrugged. “It was Lily’s dream to have her own studio.”

In the kitchen, open shelves displayed more ceramics: cups and plates and bowls, all stained prettily or painted minutely with leaves and cherries. Kate noticed glass jars filled with beans, rice, cereal, and pasta; a bowl of fresh eggs on the table; butter softening in a dish on the table. The refrigerator was covered in more of Henley’s artwork. These drawings felt different, less compulsive, freer. One was a big blue dinosaur; one a wash of colors, jubilant and messy, running off the page.

Kate found herself thinking of her home in Virginia, of its white walls and bland, tasteful furniture, and the slightly anodyne smell of the air conditioner humming a comfortable seventy-one degrees into the house at all times. It was lucky she and Steve had never had kids. This house—Emily’s house—felt like the kind of home that every child deserved.

So what, she wondered, had gone wrong?

“Go ahead and grab some coffee, if you’d like.” Emily indicated a French press on the counter. “It might take me a minute to drag Henley off her iPad.”

While Emily disappeared up the stairs, Kate laid out some drawing paper and the markers she’d brought with her. It was easier for children to get comfortable and open up when they were engaged in play. Dimly, she could hear Emily’s muffled voice and a child’s piped response. A minute later, there were footsteps on the stairs again, and Emily reappeared, with Henley trailing shyly behind her.

The girl was the spitting image of her mother, except for her eyes. Henley’s eyes were light blue, vivid, and startling against the rest of her coloring.

The second she saw Kate, she froze.

“Henley, this is the friend we spoke about, Dr. Willis,” Emily said. Then, correcting herself, “Sorry. Kate.”

Kate doubled over, hands on knees, so she would appear less threatening. “Hi, Henley,” she said. “It’s nice to meet you.”

Henley said nothing. She just stood there, mute and staring.

Kate tried again to engage her. “I really like your earrings.” Henley had on a mismatched pair of stick-on earrings—one a shoe, the other an apple. “I’m wearing earrings, too.” She angled her head so that her studs—a pair of raw emeralds that Steve had bought her for their wedding gift—were visible. But Henley displayed no interest. Her eyes stayed locked on Kate’s.



“Come on, Henley. Dr. Willis drove a long way to see you. Can you say hi?” Emily tried to nudge her daughter closer, but Henley pivoted and ducked behind her legs.

Kate pulled out a seat at the kitchen table, trying to draw Henley’s attention to the art supplies she’d laid out there. “Your mother told me that you love to draw,” she said cheerfully. “I thought we could color together for a while.”

Still nothing. Henley’s body was rigid, and her lips thinned into a small tense line.

Emily sighed. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Henley’s not usually so shy . . .”

At last, Henley mumbled something.

Emily turned to her. “What’s that, honey?”

“I said I’m not shy.” She raised her voice, this time with insistence. “I don’t want to color with her.”

“Henley.” Emily’s tone was stern. “You’re being very rude. Dr. Willis brought you all those pretty markers . . .”

“That’s okay,” Kate interjected, seeing Henley physically recoil. Clearly, Henley felt threatened. Kate kept her voice light. “We can do something else together. Do you like puzzles?”

“Henley loves puzzles,” Emily answered for her daughter. “Don’t you, string bean?”

“No.” This time Henley’s voice was an explosion. She was still hiding behind her mother, using Emily as a human shield. “I don’t want to play with her. She’s bad.”

Emily and Kate exchanged a bewildered glance. Emily contorted, trying to get an arm around her daughter, but Henley kept shuffling behind her.

“Henley, please. Dr. Willis is a friend—”

“She’s not!” Henley’s voice crested toward a shriek. “She’s mean! She’s a liar!” Henley wrenched away from her mother’s grip, turned, and darted up the stairs again, leaving Emily and Kate in startled silence.

“I’m so sorry,” Emily said. She looked mortified. “I don’t understand. She seemed so excited to meet you this morning . . .”



Kate wondered why she felt shaken. It was the girl’s eyes. They were so pale, almost electric, as if she were lit up by foreign energy from within. “She doesn’t know me,” she pointed out. “And you did say that I was a doctor.” She’d once seen a child cower in the corner when she tried to engage him in play. It took most of the session for him to admit that he was afraid Kate was going to cut into his brain. Who knew where he’d gotten the idea.

But Emily still looked troubled. “Usually, she’s very friendly with strangers . . .” She gestured helplessly. “What do you think? Should I go talk to her?”

“She probably needs some time to calm down.” There was no point in trying to force Henley to engage. It would only make her hysterical. The best thing to do was give her space and reapproach her later.

Kate packed up her art supplies and let Emily escort her back to the door. The whole time, she was half listening for sounds of distress from upstairs—crying, shouting, evidence of a tantrum working its way out of Henley’s nervous system. But there was nothing but heavy silence, inscrutable and somewhat unnerving. She had the sudden idea that Henley was listening back, keenly attuned to Kate’s footsteps as they tracked to the door.

Not distressed. Alert. Watchful.

“I’m sorry.” Emily apologized for at least the fourth time as they exited onto the porch. “Really, she never behaves that way. It was almost like a fit or something.”

“Kids have their moods,” Kate said. “Hopefully she’ll be ready to talk soon. In the meantime”—she lifted her briefcase, full now of the notes and drawings Emily had compiled—“I have my homework.”

She half meant it as a joke. But Emily only nodded. Kate could tell she was still unsettled by her daughter’s explosion in the kitchen. As Kate headed for her car, Emily just stood there, looking puzzled.

“It’s funny,” Emily said. “It was almost as if . . .” She trailed off, letting the thought remain unfinished.

“As if what?” Kate said.



For a second Emily stood there on the porch, twisting up her mouth, as if sucking on the words before speaking them. “It was almost as if she recognized you.”

Before Kate could respond, Emily whirled around and disappeared inside the house.







Three

It was almost as if she recognized you.

On the short drive back to town, Emily’s final words looped again through Kate’s mind, tangling with secondary impressions of a woman haunted by loss. It was like this, when she first encountered people: like they were made of long threads, a ravel of fears and tragedies and secrets, that needed only to be teased and pulled apart, sorted and categorized. It had driven Steve crazy, the way she could never quite turn off her diagnostic training, her tendency to tease behaviors into clinical categories that could be labeled and subsequently treated. He’d accused her of deterministic thinking, of approaching humans as if they were machines. But the human mind was a machine—a vast neural processor of inputs and outputs, stimuli and response.

And there was no such thing as the soul.

She wondered whether Emily would turn out to be something of a fabulist—someone who invented, exaggerated, fictionalized her own importance—possibly using her daughter as a proxy. She hadn’t gotten that impression—for one thing, Emily’s personal Instagram was private, and she’d turned up only a single image of Henley on the Wheel of Fortune’s website—but it was possible, even so, that Emily was compelled to derive meaning where there wasn’t any. It was a relatively standard response to an experienced loss of control, say, after a personal tragedy, such as an unexpected death. It was easy to imagine how Henley’s stories and babblings about her other family might have quickly grown in significance in Emily’s mind, weaving into an imagined narrative of a past life.

Of course, there was always the possibility that something even darker was at play. In her time as a clinician, Kate had encountered a handful of parents, all of them mothers, who were subsequently diagnosed as suffering from factitious disorder imposed on another. The disorder, formerly known as Munchausen syndrome, was originally named for the fictional hero of a 1785 novel characterized as an extravagant liar. Traditionally, mothers with factitious disorder imposed on another tortured their children with unnecessary medical procedures, often going to extreme lengths to convince their families, and the medical establishment, that their children were suffering from grave physical diseases in order to garner sympathy and attention. But Kate had been toying with the idea that there might be purely psychological expressions of the same dynamic: parents who, for example, convinced their children that they were under the control of demons, malevolent spirits, or poltergeists.

Or a mother who persuaded her six-year-old daughter that she’d once lived, and died, before.

Free, unexpectedly, of her afternoon obligations, Kate’s mind began running down Route 7, back to the old Camp Sauquamet. She had promised her own therapist that she would make a visit to the site. For closure, she’d said. But when she tried to point the car in that direction, she found instead that the wheel kept turning her elsewhere—up Church Street, which ran past the cemetery where Norman Rockwell was buried; then onto a dead-end loop called Sergeant Street, where a discreet pawnshop tucked away between cafés and historic buildings displayed a dusty clutter of musical instruments in the window.

Instantly, she thought again of Mariana. She could go see Mariana. As soon as she made the decision, she felt silly for not thinking of it immediately. She’d spent six years bunking with Mari, exchanging handwritten letters over the course of the school year, and eventually emails, through the glacial dial-up AOL connection in her basement. They’d gossiped, giggled, and consoled one another; Kate remembered how Mariana had sat with her for hours, stroking her back, after Kate had gotten the news that her dog, Buster, had been hit by a car one July. Later that night, Mari had slipped a prayer for Buster under Kate’s pillow, a Bible verse that Kate still recalled all these years later.

The Lord is close to the brokenhearted, and saves those who are crushed in spirit.

But Kate had run from those bonds, and from her memories of their shared summers, all because of what had happened to Becca.

She got the address of Mari’s music school from Google. It was a short drive, only a few minutes outside of town. It was only when Kate slowed down to squint for #84 among the mailboxes nestled along the side of the road that she realized Mari’s music school must be located in her home.

Driving up to the modest Colonial, she began to feel apprehensive. It had been twenty-six years since she’d spoken to Mari; she had no idea what Mariana remembered or how she felt about what had happened their final summer. Maybe Mariana even blamed her for not standing up to Becca more forcefully—or even for the stupid, fateful choices they’d made that night, when they’d all rowed out to the island on the lake.

Or maybe Mariana still believed that the Gray Lady had made them do it.

The painted sign tucked next to the driveway, cheerfully pointing the way to the “Music School,” made her feel only a little better. As she cut around the back via a flagstone path somewhat inelegantly painted with musical instruments, she could hear someone—presumably a student—blowing flatulently into a horn. A tuba, maybe. Or a bassoon? Kate could never tell the difference. She remembered that Mari had been a clarinet player but had kept her instrument tucked beneath her bunk bed all summer, bringing it out to practice whenever Becca wasn’t around. Becca liked to make fun of her playing; she used to call it Mari’s boyfriend, and joke that Mari was practicing how to give a blow job.

Becca could be like that. Mean. Especially that last summer.

Through the sliding glass doors, Kate could see into a cheerful basement room scattered with music stands and a litter of musical instruments. She spotted a baby grand piano in one corner and a full drum kit in another. Between them, a boy who couldn’t have been more than nine was straining into a tuba—it was definitely a tuba—nearly his size. The woman watching him, her back to the door, could only be Mariana. She still had the same halo of blond curls, just shorter, and lightened by gray.

Kate hadn’t anticipated that she might be in the middle of a lesson, and was debating turning around, when the boy broke off from his ferocious blowing, opened his eyes, and spotted her. A moment later, Mariana turned around, and Kate felt an absurd instinct to duck. Instead she stood there, locking eyes with Mariana, wincing an awkward smile.

Mariana took a step closer to the doors, then two. Confusion worked its way across her face. Kate’s stomach hardened into a weight. She felt idiotic. Mariana didn’t recognize her.

Then, all at once, Mari’s expression cleared, locked into some kind of recognition. She let out a belt of a laugh—fast, startled, amazed—and then quickly covered her mouth. That gesture, the way she ducked her smile behind her hand, cut all the years between them clean away, made thirteen-year-old Mari surface in the adult so clearly that Kate half expected to hear a counselor’s whistle, summoning them to their next activity.

Mari slid open the doors. “Kate?”

Kate’s arms suddenly felt like deadweights. “Hi, Mari,” she said. And then, with a little shrug, “Surprise.”

Mari laughed again. She took two steps outside and enfolded Kate in a tight hug. The top of her head just grazed Kate’s breastbone. Her hair smelled clean, like mint. Kate was surprised to feel the sudden pressure of tears behind her eyes.

“I can’t believe it. I thought I was hallucinating or something. It’s been—what?—twenty-five years?”



“Twenty-six,” Kate said.

“What are you doing here? How did you find me? You look amazing, by the way. I love your hair. Is it colored?” Mari still ping-ponged gleefully between topics when she was excited.

Kate couldn’t help but smile. “You haven’t changed,” she said.

Mari gave a self-conscious laugh. “Except for the grays and the wrinkles,” she said. In the music studio, the child with the tuba gave a doleful, pointed toot. Mari startled, as if she’d already forgotten about him.

“Please, please, come in. I’m just finishing up with Oliver. Then we can sit and catch up.” She was already piloting Kate inside by the wrist. “It’s a light day for me. About half of my usuals are on family vacations. I really can’t believe you’re here. I thought you lived in Maryland.”

“Virginia,” Kate corrected her, as Mari steered her into a chair. She watched as Mari turned her attention back to the boy, Oliver, coaching him through a series of breath-work exercises until he managed to sound a single, sustained note into the mouth of the instrument. By then, Oliver’s father had arrived to collect him, and Oliver was red faced, a little sweaty, and flush with pride.

Afterward, Mari brought Kate upstairs. Kate noticed a clutter of religious objects on the shelves—Buddhist sculptures, Hindu prayer candles, a framed print of the Kabbalah Tree of Life—and reflected that Mari’s religious fervor must have fractured into an expansive, if disorganized, spirituality. The small kitchen asserted dozens of self-help blandishments on kitchen towels, mugs, and even refrigerator magnets. One in particular caught Kate’s attention. It’s never too late to start over. She only wished that were true.

“I’ve read all your books,” Mariana said without preamble, as she siphoned coffee into an ancient drip machine. “I follow you on Instagram, too. I just heard that interview you did on NPR—the one about that poor boy in Texas. Is it really a federal case now?”

“Wire fraud,” Kate said vaguely. She always felt embarrassed talking about her books, especially because she knew the human cost of the stories she’d exposed as delusions, or deliberate scams. “The boy’s parents collected over a hundred thousand dollars in donations online.”

Mari shook her head admiringly. “Lennie and I used to talk about you all the time, you know. You were always so smart . . .”

“You still talk to Lennie?” For a second, Kate felt a pang of
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