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      There were mirrors in nearly every room of Sally Frost's house, an old plantation home composed of large rambling rooms that groaned.  Its walls were lined with dusty old mirrors covered with yellowed sheets.  The land around the old house had once been a part of the Toothacher plantation.  It was an infamous house, a talked about house, that could have attracted a certain type of tourist, the kind that enjoyed houses with atrocious reputations but the owner of the old place had no interest in such things.  No one in Goodby ever went to Toothacher if they could manage it.  Sally Frost lived in the Toothacher plantation house with a woman who claimed to be her mother.  Every so often, for as long as Sally could remember, her mother would corner her and ask her strange questions.  One springtime Saturday, the woman asked Sally if she'd ever seen anything strange in her reflection in the mirror

      "You mean, aside from my face?"  Sally asked.

      "You know exactly what I mean," Mrs. Frost said.  She slapped Sally's cheek.   "Don't you sass me."  Sally had only seen her face, nothing else, and this was true.  She didn't tell her mother that she had, in fact, seen strange things in the mirrors from time to time.  She could have sworn that her reflection had winked at her once, as if the mirrored Sally had something caught in her eye, and another time a wind had rippled through the mirrored Sally's hair while the real Sally's hair remained windless.  These were not significant events in Sally's opinion and even if they had been she wouldn't have told her mother about them.

      One grey and chilled Tuesday in January, Sally's mother asked her if she could remember anything before the age of fifteen.  As far as Sally knew, she had come to Toothacher at the age of fifteen and that was that.  She didn't remember anything before the age of fifteen (two years before) because of an undefined traumatic brain injury that Sally didn’t remember.  On that same day, coincidentally, her friend Cade Chisom had arrived in Goodby.  "No, I don't remember anything before the age of fifteen.  That's hardly unusual when someone has been hit on the head."

      The woman stared at her.  "You weren't hit on the head.  He will be disappointed."  Sally didn't ask who "he" was because she didn't much care.  Her mother was not a nice woman and was prone to lying.  Sally avoided her if at all possible.

      One day, when Sally had just turned 17, she received a visit from a very pleasant, youngish-looking man with blonde hair and a wide white smile.  "Good morning, Miss Sally," the man said.  He tipped his hat at her.  He actually tipped his hat.  Sally nearly laughed out loud.  She had been sitting on the porch swing, dangling her feet and staring out at the scraggly pine trees and the live oaks that sagged with Spanish moss.  She could have sworn she'd seen someone darting between the two largest live oaks but she couldn't be sure so she watched the trees and waited.   "Did you see someone out there?" she asked the stranger.

      "Isn't there some kind of urban myth about a figure among the pines?  I've heard something about it in town.  Should I alert the police?"

      "You clearly don't know the police in this town.  What do you want anyway?"

      The stranger mounted the stairs and stood beside Sally, looking down upon her with a wide smile.  "I've come to ask you a few questions."  The irises of his eyes were nearly black.  There were girls at Sally's school who would have probably thought him handsome but Sally decided that he was stared at her too intensely.  Sally's eyes darted away in annoyance.  She was never able to keep expressions off her face.  It was one of the reasons she wasn't very popular in school.

      "Tell me, do you remember anything from before the age of fifteen?”

      "No, I don't remember and what the hell do you care?"

      The youngish man was older than he appeared upon first glance.  His eyes looked old while the rest of him was young-seeming.  She hated him upon sight.  The stranger reached into the pocket of his white linen suit and pulled a deck of cards from it and a small leather-bound book.

      "I'm going to read your cards," he said.  "But first I need you to tell me if you can read this book or not."  He handed Sally the small leather book.  Sally flipped through the pages speedily.

      "These pages are all blank.  I don't want my cards read.  You should leave now."  Sally handed him the book full of blank white pages.

      "These aren't ordinary cards and this is no ordinary book.  If you speak to me again in that tone of voice, I'll have your tongue go black and rot right out of your head."  He said this as if he were offering a meaningless pleasantry, as if he were musing about the weather.  Sally had lived for the two years she could remember of her life with her mother, as dangerous a woman as most people ever came across but this man was worse.  He was something else entirely.

      "Go sit at that table over there," the man said.  He nodded at an old table that Sally's mother had once tried to sell in the thrift shop she owned called Toothacher Antiques.  The young-seeming man in the white suit shuffled through a pack of worn old cards that were much larger than an ordinary deck.  "Pick three cards," he said.  He spread them in front of her in a formation the shape of a crescent moon.  Sally stabbed at three cards randomly with a finger.

      "There," she said.

      The man flipped the cards over.  The first card held a man and a woman entwined together in an embrace. "The Lovers.  That is not unexpected," he said.  "Nothing special there."  He turned over another card.  "Dream card.  You're dreaming of a large house crawling with a thousand rooms.  Oh and look, the rooms are rearranging themselves."  Sally looked at the card and saw nothing at all on it.  She decided that this Gentleman person was insane.  He flipped over the final card.  He stared at it and his face, smooth as white marble, held no expression.  "I see two young girls, identical in age and appearance, twins.  That is somewhat unusual."  He gathered up his cards with a swiftness that didn't seem possible and then he stood up.  His black eyes barely grazed her with a glance.  "You are still not much of anything.  Your mother has done a good job with you."  Sally didn't particularly fear him.  She didn't fear anything as far as she knew.  It was obvious to her that he was someone to watch out for, that he was someone capable of many things and not all of them were pleasant.  The man went into the house and called for Mrs. Frost.

      "She still cannot read the book and the cards tell me nothing of any interest.  It looks as if he's forgotten about her.  He hasn't taught her anything at all.  Do anything you want with her.  She no longer interests me," he said.

      That night, Sally's mother tossed an old book into Sally's lap.  "Can you read this book?"  she barked.  "I know how you lie sometimes.  I would lie to him too, if I could."  Sally studied the book.  It was the same book that the man in the white suit had given her earlier.  She flipped through the first few pages.

      "All of these pages are blank," Sally said.  Mrs. Frost snatched the book back.

      "You've no abilities," the old woman said.  "He'll be happy about that."  Mrs. Frost left the room and returned carrying a pink dress.  She tossed the dress into Sally's lap.  “You're going to the dance tonight." Sally's mother often wore old bridesmaid dresses she found in thrift stores.  Sally picked the dress from her lap and stared at it.  Her mother's choice of color for the dress was deliberate and perverse.  Sally always wore black T-shirts, black jeans, black sneakers, black eye makeup.  Mrs. Frost relished any opportunity to make Sally uncomfortable.  If Sally had had any imagination, she may have wondered why her mother had turned out the way she did but Sally didn't much wonder and didn't much care.  Her mother was the way she was and that was that.

      Her mother would comment occasionally on Sally's lack of imagination.  "I can't understand why they once thought you were special.  I can dream up better things without even trying," she would say.  "It's no use." (She often told Sally that things were of no use).  "You'll never be the belle of the county like I was.  You don't know how to attract a boy."

      "I don't want their attention," Sally said.  Sally thought most of the boys she knew were wild and loud and silly.

      "What do you want, girl?"  Her mother asked, in a voice as corrosive as acid.

      Sally shrugged and slunk away to put on the silly pink dress.  It wasn't an entirely awful dress.  It would have looked nice on one of the nice girls at school, the kind of girl who talked and tried to make herself likeable.  On Sally, the dress looked like a cruel joke.

      The Goodby High School spring dance was nearly half over before anyone had spoken to Sally.  She leaned against the wall of the gym and, sighing with boredom, watched the dancers on the floor.

      Sometimes she felt as if her whole life had been an exercise in impatience with the moment she was in.  She knew she was meant for something else, not fame or money or epic love, not the things most young girls dreamed of, just something else.

      Several boys whose names were unknown to her drifted past.  A few of them looked at her beneath their hooded eyes and looked away again quickly.  Sally had no idea why they were behaving this way.  A young man, with a head of gently waving blonde hair, walked over to Sally.

      "Dance with me, Sally," he said, smiling.  Sally had heard Cade Chisom's smile referred to as contagious.  She had no idea what that meant.

      "I don't dance, Cade, and you know it," she said.

      "There are several boys here that would love to dance with you, if you'd only show some signs of life."

      "Pfffttt," she said.  "I have plenty of life."

      Cade laughed.  "You're funny, Sally Frost."  Cade often laughed at Sally in a not at all unpleasant way.

      "I've asked you not to say my full name like that."  A smile flickered briefly across her face.

      "Why do you come to these dances if you are only going to skulk around looking miserable?"

      “My mother told me I had to come."

      Cade leaned closer to her.  "You're wearing makeup and not all that black stuff.  You look almost like a real girl."

      Sally remembered something her mother had said one afternoon when Sally had been watering the azaleas at the front of the house.  "Try to make yourself noticed," she'd said.  "I need you to attract a particular person's attention.  You do not have the ability that I had and that's a fact.  I would have been the belle of the ball."  Sally didn't ask whose attention she was supposed to corner that evening or why.  Her mother usually ignored most questions, direct or indirect, and offered up information only when it suited her.  Sally wondered if she was supposed to attract Cade's attention that night.  He was, after all, the only person in her life who could be considered a friend.  Cade had only talked to her for a few minutes and Sally was already feeling the weight of the many glares and scowls she was receiving from other young girls.  Cade was considered the finest boy around, even if his family did suffer from eccentricity.  The Chisoms were known for the reading of books both great and deep and what's worse, they enjoyed discussing those books with anyone who betrayed even the slightest interest.  Mrs. Nanette Chisom had even invited several ladies of prominent local social circles to a book club in which members were expected to have actually read the books.

      Melissa Salt, a very popular and pretty girl, had lacerating eyes as she watched Cade from beneath her lashes and Mary Katherine Kennedy was whispering something to a circle of girls, who all nodded their heads.

      "Leave me alone, Cade," Sally said.  "These girls hate me enough as it is."

      "These girls don't hate you.  They are all as sweet as they can be," Cade said.

      "You'd know that if you ever made any effort.  You can't be wild and alone forever.  Don't you want to be normal one day?"

      "Not especially."  Sally knew Cade was teasing her.  He was waiting for her to become ruffled so that he could be amused by her discomfort.  He could be very tiresome.  "Cade, you're getting on my nerves."

      He tipped an imaginary hat at her, a gesture that made her think of the strange visitor that had come to Toothacher, and returned to the dance.  Some of the other girls in her class were still glancing at her so Sally ducked down a hallway in search of an anywhere else to be.  When she saw Mr. Rance Randall, the football coach, walking down the hall with the blonde man in the white linen suit, she ducked into a supply closet.

      "There are many attractive girls here, Rance.  Perhaps you could introduce me to a few of them."

      "Did any one of them catch your fancy in particular?"

      "The fair haired girl in the goldenrod yellow dress.  She is a real daisy.  Blondes always fetch good things but no, tonight I'm only looking for twins," the man in the white suit said.  His voice was smooth and deep, with a quality she couldn't name simmering within it.  They went on to discuss the qualities of several other girls at the dance, all familiar to Sally.  "There was a girl, rather pale with dark blonde hair, wearing a pink dress and a bad expression.  What is her name?"

      "I don't know who you mean," Rance Randall said.

      "She hasn't danced all evening.  And she hasn't smiled either,"

      "That's Sally Frost.  Her mother runs a thrift store downtown." Rance Randall paused.

      "Say, is she one of ours?  Is that why she sells those things in her shop?"

      "Of course she is.  I'm surprised you didn't know before this."

      Rance Randall looked thoughtful.  "There was a woman who worked at the local grocery.  This was in the Sixties, you know.  Anyway, she insulted Mrs. Frost and a day later all of her teeth began to bleed and fall out.  There was no earthly reason why this should have happened and she blamed it on Mrs. Frost.  Then there was another woman whose hair fell out over breakfast one morning, just fell right into her cereal bowl."

      "Hmm."  The man in the white suit fumbled in his pocket.  Sally heard him flick at a lighter, heard him draw in a breath.

      "How in the hell is that possible?" Rance Randall asked.

      “I don't believe most of the story," the man in the white suit said.

      "There's a part you do believe?"

      "Lots of strange things go on in this town, especially around the time of the Fair.  No one much likes to talk about it."   Sally smelled the rank smell of cigar smoke.  "The girl sounds very interesting."

      "I wouldn't know.  I believe there is something wrong with her.  She never speaks to anyone except that Chisom boy."

      "Have you been able to find any weirdling twins?"

      "Only those I had delivered to your girl last week.  My man has gone through every orphanage in these parts to find them and even a few juvenile halls up north.  I also have several other items for you.  I believe that should be enough to buy passage to one of your mirrors."  The other man didn't respond.  The smell of cigar smoke intensified.  "Very good.  Do you have the other items I asked for?

      "Of course.  They are in my house.  Would you like to see them now?"

      Sally heard footfalls on the carpet and then she heard only the sound of music from the gymnasium.  The conversation she'd overheard had been strange but she was neither shocked nor surprised by it.  She'd long since become accustomed to strange things, living as she did with the most fearsome woman in the town.  She waited for several more minutes and then she made her way back to the gym.  Cade Chisom was still talking to Melissa Salt.  He said something to Melissa, smiled and made his way towards Sally as Melissa watched, her face falling.

      "Where did you disappear to?"  he asked.  He was searching her face.  He often searched her face.  "You missed all kinds of drama."

      "Ugh.  I don’t care."

      He smiled and drew close.  "I don't know why I always feel like I should tell you things.  There is something about the way you listen.  You go all quiet and it's not as if you really care but you still listen.  It's weird.  I always know you will tell me exactly what you think."  She braced herself for the kind of conversation that Cade sometimes inflicted upon her, personal and searching and utterly mystifying.

      "Are you going to the Fair this weekend?"
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      Mrs. Frost was wearing what had once been one of her fanciest wedding gowns, only now it was torn and faded and hung from her angular body in places it shouldn't.  She was even wearing a kind of tiara on her head.  She was being visited by Mr. Somebody or Other who was paying a call to let her know that the county authorities wanted her to clean up Toothacher.  The neighbors in the new subdivision a half-mile away are concerned about their property values, he said.  It is a historic landmark, you see, representative of a rich Southern culture, and no one wanted to see it condemned.

      "So many of these wonderful old places didn't survive the war due to burnings or what have you."

      "I'm aware of our rich Southern history, Mr. Whatever The Hell Your Name Is.  Are you quite finished now?"

      "Um, well.  Yes, ma'am," he said.

      "Look here, I don't much care what anyone thinks of this place and I care even less what you think because you've come here and thoroughly annoyed me.  You can take yourself back to town and tell them that I'll clean up when I damned well feel like it.  I'm not a bit interested in our rich Southern history.  You don't know the first thing about our Southern way of life.  You think it's all Miss Scarlett this and Miss Melanie that.  Southern gentleman were nothing but blackguards and rascals, the whole lot of them.  Your manner reminds me a little of some of the gentlemen I knew, Mr. Who Do You Think You Are, and it's lucky for you that I've grown softer in my old age or else you'd be spitting out your teeth by dinner."

      The county man stood up and smoothed his shirtfront.  "I hope we can sort this out later when you're feeling better."

      "You're bound to be sorting out something," she said.

      The man left and walked briskly down the long driveway.  Sally recognized him as Melissa Salt's father.  He had some sort of job working for the county.  It was clear that the poor man had been totally unprepared for the woman's malevolence.  Sally usually thought of her mother as "the woman."  Mrs. Frost didn't look much older than 35 or so but her manner was similar to that of a bitter and somewhat demented old woman.

      It was the day of the Memory Fair and the woman was very busy and very nervous.  She moved about the house, her movements as hurried and as jerky as a squirrel's, making little piles of things.  Mrs. Frost was considered by some to be a hoarder.  She collected useless things.  She had a pile of old wedding dresses, some of them from the 50's and 60's and one that had been worn by a Confederate bride.  "That one is quite valuable.  That girl's husband died trying to write her a last letter.  He bled all over the paper he was writing on.  I wish that letter had survived.  Now that would have been worth a pile of old dresses.  Girl, I'll need your help carrying these things to town. I expect them to fetch a good price.  What's wrong with you, girl?  Why are you gawking at me like that.  Kindly look elsewhere.  You know it's been seven years, right?"

      "Seven years since when?"

      "Seven years since he's been here.  It's only been two years that you've been returned to us.  It's a very special memory fair this year.  I must have these things ready for him.  He'll be very pleased, that old scoundrel, as if I cared about his pleasure."  Mrs. Frost often said words that no one said anymore such as "scoundrel" or "blackguard" or "scallywag."

      Sally decided to leave and walk about in the woods.  She wanted to stand and smell the honeysuckle in the breeze or watch how the shadows cast between the leaves in the trees looked like dark lace on the ground.  She wanted to be away from this insane woman who claimed to be her mother.  She went outside and walked through the woods, along the trail, until she stood looking at the backyard of Cade Chisom's house.  The house practically smelled new.  It was huge, the color of cream, and full of windows that stretched from floor to ceiling.  Someone walked past the glass door that led onto the back patio.  It was Cade and he was talking to Melissa Salt who stood very close to him as he talked.  She'd intended to tell him of Mr. Salt's visit in the hope that he would tell Melissa.  Melissa threw her head back and laughed.  Melissa Salt was the phoniest girl at school but she was very pretty and very popular.  Cade was nice to all the girls, feeling that it was his duty.  He was nice to the plain and unpopular girls, the overweight and awkward girls, the girls who were so shy that they couldn't speak in his presence and the girls that no one talked to, like Sally.

      Sally shrugged inside her mind.  She'd have to tell him later.  She had no feelings about his relationship to Melissa Salt; she had never felt a single particle of jealousy about anything.  Most of Sally's feelings involved a wanting to be elsewhere.  She often felt as if she was always standing to the side of any conversation or any human gathering, watching the goings-on without feeling any real connection to anything or anyone.  It was the way things had always been and she didn't think it strange at all.  People had always treated her as if she was an unusual person and she'd begun thinking that this was the natural state of affairs.  She felt no resentment or anger towards anyone.  She only asked that they leave her alone most of the time.  She had no great love for anyone of any description and couldn't understand the girlish obsession with romance that seemed to seize every girl at some time or other.  When she saw girls pining for the sake of Cade Chisom, she felt worried, in the manner of someone who doesn't care much for dogs but hates to see them suffer needlessly.  She was pleased in general to be free of such complications.

      She could remember nothing that had happened to her before the age of fifteen, two years before, after a traumatic brain injury.  This didn't seem remarkable to her at all.  It was simply the way things were and if she couldn't remember those years than it was because they weren't worth remembering.  Her friend Cade couldn't remember anything of his life before the age of fifteen either but that was because of a traumatic head injury sustained in a car crash somewhere in Georgia, where his family had lived years before.

      “Maybe that’s why we’re friends,” Cade said once on one of his frequent visits to Toothacher.  “We’ve both been hit on the head a little too hard.”

      "I've groomed you for heartlessness," Mrs. Frost would say from time to time.

      “You've never wasted a single moment over some boy, have you?  Not even that boy across the way that incites riots just by showing up.  You won't do as I have done.  You won't do what you did last time, throwing yourself away.  You don’t appreciate the fact that I’ve tried to help you all this time.  He’s coming for you, you know."

      As usual, Sally had no idea what the woman was talking about.  She didn’t ask her mother to clarify her comments.  Mrs. Frost considered her thoughts the last words on any subject.  Back at the house, Sally began to load the piles of old stuff into her red truck.  She loaded up a box full of things she'd never seen before, rings, some set with jewels, and lockets and old hair ribbons.  She wondered in a flash what had happened to the people who'd owned all these things, what discarded hopes had attended the objects.

      "Why are you just standing there?  Get yourself to the store.  Go and tell him you need to purchase the Toothacher mirror with these artifacts.  He'll know which one you mean.  He stole it from this place a long time ago but he’s lost interest in it now.  I expect he's waiting for you."  She was wearing a teal bridesmaid's dress with absurdly puffed sleeves.

      "Who him?" Sally said.

      "You'll know him when you see him.  Didn't I tell you that he only comes every seven years?"

      "What is his name?"

      "Don't you worry about names.  Get on with you."

      Sally sighed and got into her truck.  As she bumped down the dirt road that led to a main highway, she wondered why she was being sent on such an odd errand.  All looked well at Cade’s house.  There were only two houses in Cade’s subdivision, one belonged to Cade’s family and the other to Justice Butler, a prominent and notorious lawyer.  There had been plans to build more houses in the subdivision but the funding had dried up and the two houses sat facing each other on a woodsy stretch of road.

      There was a history attached to the Toothacher area but Sally had never paid much attention to the stories.  She remembered a legend about a man that had been seen in the woods over the years, darting between the trees, back when the place had been a working plantation.   People had disappeared, slaves had gone missing, children, especially young girls, had vanished from inside locked rooms.   In Goodby, children still told stories about the Ragged Man, that if you ever saw him you were to run home right away and smash the mirrors in your house, collect the fragments, grind them into a silvery flour and throw them into a river.   This was the only protection from the Ragged Man.

      Naturally, Sally didn't believe a word of it.

      The downtown area of Goodby, Alabama was already bursting with cars and people and wares by the time Sally pulled to the side of the main road and turned off the ignition.  She stopped to look at some of the booths.  Most were selling their homemade wares, baskets, wooden birdhouses and whittled sculptures of birds or ducks, but some were selling the kinds of things that she'd put into the back of her truck.  Sally walked past a woman she recognized as her history teacher from the year before, Miss Hot Mess.  (Her name wasn't really Miss Hot Mess.  Sally thought her one of the craziest women she’d ever met).  She was also selling piles of old dresses, some of a faded satin and others of yellowed lace.  Discolored chiffon fluttered in the hot breeze as Sally passed by.  The dresses had the look of not quite vintage bridesmaid's gowns and some were particularly ugly.  At the back of Miss Hot Mess' booth was a once-white dress, now the color of an old bone, hanging on the back wall.  Sally could have sworn there was a stain on the dress right where a girl's heart would be, a stain the color of dried blood.  If Miss Hot Mess knew about this special seven years' event, perhaps she could tell Sally where to find this person she was supposed to be looking for.

      "Ma'am, can you tell me about a man who will be selling the kinds of things you're selling?"

      Miss Hot Mess cocked her head and regarded Sally.  "There are a few of us selling things like these this year.  It’s the seven years’ Memory Fair.  I don't know who you're talking about."  Sally knew she was lying.  She left Miss Hot Mess and walked along the street.  She walked past several more booths and a few concession stands that all appeared to be selling more normal fare.  Finally she came to her mother's thrift shop, Toothacher Antiques, where someone had hung a handwritten sign that read Seven Years’ Memory Fair in the window.  The store's windows were dark and obscured.  The old wooden door at the front was still ill-fitting and warped.  Sally wiped at the grime on the window and tried to peek inside.  There were some items on the old counter, some dresses and papers and jewelry display cases spread about on it.

      "Hello?" Sally said, poking her head inside.  "Is anyone here?"  It seemed weird to be hollering inside her mother's own store but it had apparently been taken over by someone new.  There was no answer.  Sally stepped inside and set her box of wares onto the counter.  When her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she saw that the shop was nearly empty.  There were some dried flowers heaped into a pile in a corner.  Sally saw with distaste a box filled with teeth at one end of the counter, some of them gold.  She walked over to a box placed below the display window and looked inside.  It was filled with children's shoes, very old shoes that had been worn by children long dead.  Still another box held strips and squares of old laces.  Some of them appeared to be bloodstained.

      "May I help you?" It was a deep and melodious voice, the kind that would stick with a person, rather like a song that would play itself endlessly inside someone's mind until it maddened.  The voice was barbed, as if
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