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For Gene Andrews,

who so wanted to keep his sister’s work alive



Prologue
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The long, dark pathway to the end of my dream was lined with hemlock, branched and graceful, with its white flowers and smooth stems marked with red. History and philosophy students probably know that Socrates was forced to drink it to carry out his own death sentence. I know that my ancestors recommended mixing it with betony and fennel seed to cure the bite of a mad dog.

I cannot tell you exactly how or why I know these things. I don’t even know for sure who my ancestors were or where they lived. I don’t know if I’m English, Italian, Dutch, or some combination. However, even when I was a young girl, probably no more than four years old, memories like these would come over me when I was least expecting them, but usually back then only when I was alone. Often that would happen when I was sitting outside on my small redwood bench on the rear patio, playing with a doll or some other toy my adoptive parents had given me for my birthday or when my father returned from a work trip.

My father was a commercial insurance salesman and often visited companies more than a hundred miles away. I was sure he could sell anyone anything. He was handsomer than anyone else’s father I knew and had a smile that could radiate enough warmth to heat an igloo. With his perennial suntanned complexion, his green-tinted ebony eyes, his rich, thick licorice-black hair, always neatly styled, and his perfect facial features, he could have his picture next to the term movie star in the dictionary.

Whenever I was alone because my mother was doing housework and my father was away, I could lose myself in my own imagination for hours and hours. During that time, images, faces, words, and sights I had never seen in real life, in books and magazines, or on television would appear before me as if they were being beamed down from a cloud. I had always heard voices, and although I would never tell anyone, especially my parents, I still do.

The voices seemed to ride on the wind and come at me in waves of whispers clinging to the underbelly of the breeze, swirling about my ears. I often heard my name first and looked to see who was calling me from behind trees and bushes or around corners. There was never anyone there then, and there still isn’t now. Sometimes the whispering trailed in the wake of a flock of birds flapping their wings almost in complete silence above me. And sometimes I would awaken suddenly at night, the way someone who had heard their bedroom door just open might awaken, and I would hear the whispering coming from the darkest corners of my room.

It never frightened me and still doesn’t. There was always a strong feeling of loving warmth in the voices, which, if they did anything, comforted me. When I was a young girl, I never had to call for my parents after a bad dream. The whispering reassured me. My ghosts protected me. I could close my eyes again without any trepidation, turn over in my bed, and embrace the darkness, snuggling safely like a baby in the arms of her mother.

Back then, whenever I mentioned any of this to my father or especially to my mother, both would scowl. If they were together at the time, my father would shake his head and look at my mother as if he was about to throw up his hands and run off. She would kneel down and seize my shoulders tightly. If she was wearing her fake fingernails, she would dig them into me enough to make me squirm and bring tears to my eyes.

“Control your imagination, Sage,” she might say, and then shake me so hard that she rattled my bones. Her startlingly gray eyes seemed to harden into marbles and look more like icy ash. “I don’t want you saying things like this out loud, especially when strangers are among us. You’re old enough to know the difference between pretend and real.”

I saw no difference, I wanted to say, but I didn’t. Maybe I wasn’t old enough; maybe I would never be. I knew it would only make her angrier to hear this. She would want to know why, and I would have to tell her that what I saw in dreams I often saw in the world when I woke up, whether it was the shapes of shadows, faces in crowds, or the actions of birds, dogs, cats, and rabbits. If I could walk up and touch a squirrel in a dream, I could also do it when I was awake. Birds landed on my open hand and trotted around on my palm, and rabbits would hop between my feet when I walked on the grass. They still do that, but they seem a little more cautious.

Even when I was only four or five, I really did try to keep my thoughts and dreams more to myself, but despite my efforts, they had a way of rising out of me, pushing to the surface like air bubbles in a pond and then exploding in a burst of excitement so intense that my tongue would trip over my words in an effort to get them completely out. I didn’t tell my mother or my father, but I felt a sense of relief when I didn’t keep my visions under lock and key. They fluttered around my heart until I freed them, like someone opening her closed hands to let trapped butterflies fly away.

My mother was always frustrated about it. One night, she came to my bedroom and tied a rock to the bedpost. The rock had a hole in it, and she could run a thick cord through it.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Never mind what it is. You don’t ever touch it or take it off. Understand?”

“How did a rock get a hole in it?”

She stood there thinking. I knew she was thinking whether she should answer me, and then she said, “Water can work a hole into a rock. That makes the rock special. Think of it as good luck. It can stop you from having nightmares.”

“I don’t have many nightmares,” I said. “I’m never frightened by a dream.”

“Well, I do,” she said, raising her voice. “And I don’t want to hear you describe any of your horrid dreams to me or your father or anyone else who comes into this house,” she added, and left, her thick-heeled shoes hammering on the wooden hallway floor as her anger flowed down through her ankles.

My dreams aren’t horrid, I thought. I never said anything to make her think that. I never wanted to stop them. The rock didn’t make any difference anyway. When I disobeyed her and touched it, I felt nothing unusual. Maybe it was too old or something. Eventually, because I didn’t stop talking about my dreams and visions, she came into my room and took it away. She looked disappointed and disgusted.

“What are you going to do with that?” I asked.

“Hang it on my own bed,” she told me. “I need it more than you do, obviously.”

I wasn’t sure if she was kidding or not. I knew she and my father were still upset about the things I said, even if they hid that disapproval from other people. If my images and unexplained memories sprouted in my mind while I was in public and I mentioned them, either my mother or my father would quickly squeeze some laughter out of their disapproving faces and then either would say something like “What a vivid imagination she has. We’re always amazed.”

“She’ll be a great writer someday,” my mother might say.

“Or a great filmmaker,” my father would add, and whoever was there would nod and smile. They might talk about their children and their imaginations or even themselves when they were my age, but they would always add, “But I never was as imaginative as Sage. And I certainly didn’t speak with such confidence and authority when I was her age. Even older!”

As odd as it might seem, these compliments didn’t please my parents the way they would other parents. The moment she could do it unseen, my mother would flash a reprimand my way and then quickly return to her mask, her forced smile. Afterward, she would put her hand gently on my head but ever so slightly catch a few strands of my hair between her long, firm fingers and twist them just enough to send a sharp sting into my scalp that would shoot down into my chest and burn my heart.

I knew what message she was sending, but no matter what she did or what she or my father said to me, I couldn’t stop revealing what I had seen behind my eyes. There was no door, no lock, and no wall strong enough to shut up my visions or hold them back. It was like trying to stop the rain or the wind with your two little hands pressed palms upward at the cloudy sky.

Sometimes when we had company and the guests spoke to me, I might recite something I had envisioned or remembered without any explanation for it. Most of the time back then, the guests thought it was amusing. Some of them, to my mother’s chagrin, would encourage me to tell them more.

“I once had a pair of black leather shoes with low heels and round toes,” I told the two couples who were at our house for dinner on my father’s thirty-eighth birthday. One of the men was Samuel Black, who worked with my father at the insurance company. They all had just praised my new dark pink dress and light pink shoes. “I had to keep them spotlessly clean, or I might get a paddling,” I added, lowering my head like some errant sinner full of shame.

“What?” Mr. Black’s wife, Cissy, said.

She looked at my mother, who smiled by tightening her lips until they looked like a sharp ruby slice in her face. She shook her head slightly and sighed to attract sympathy for herself and my father. Oh, the burden they carried having a child like me.

“A paddling?” Mrs. Black continued. “I don’t think I’ve heard that word used, but I know what it was. Did she really have such shoes that she had to keep spotless?”

My parents laughed. Apparently, only I could tell how forced and phony that laughter was. To me, it sounded more like the rattling of rusty old bells on a horse’s harness at Christmas. I could remember that sound, the sled, and being bundled up in a blanket, but when or where that memory came from I did not know. Like all other similar memories, it came and was gone as quickly as the snap of fingers.

“No, and we would never paddle her for getting her shoes dirty,” my mother said. She turned to me and put on a stern face. “You know we wouldn’t, Sage. We don’t paddle you for anything. Don’t tell people such a thing,” she ordered, with her eyes wide and her jaw tight. I could even see the way the muscles in her neck tightened.

“She’s so convincing,” Mrs. Hummel said, looking at me with admiration. “I never saw a little girl who could be so convincing. You can’t help but wonder how a little girl could make things up so vividly.”

“Why did you say you had those particular shoes?” her husband, Michael, asked me. He sat back with his arms folded over his narrow chest and looked very interested. He was a man who always had to push his glasses back up his nose because his nose was too narrow. “I mean, why round toes?” he followed, his brown eyes growing darker and more intense, as though he believed his question and my answer would solve some important puzzle.

I shrugged. “I remember them,” was all I could think of saying. “I remember how uncomfortable they were, but no girls my age had any different kinds of shoes. We were all made to wear them, and we all thought they were uncomfortable and ugly.”

“Girls your age? What girls your age? Where was this?”

I didn’t answer. A silence fell around everyone for a moment. I looked down at my feet and held my breath.

Whenever something like this happened, my mother would feel it necessary to go into some sort of explanation about me, about who I was, as if that would help people understand why I said these things.

“We got Sage when she was just eight months old, so she has no past from which to draw these ideas,” she told them. “Mark and I certainly had no past like the one she describes, nor have we ever made up stories about ourselves and filled her mind with fantasy.”

My parents never hid the fact from me or anyone else that I was adopted. My mother told everyone that she had read many articles about how to bring up an adopted child and had spoken to child psychologists who agreed that honesty was the best approach. They said it was too traumatic for a child who was already nine or ten, and especially older, to suddenly learn that he or she was adopted.

“It’s all a child’s wonderful imaginative powers,” my mother concluded. “Nothing more or less.”

“She reads a lot, too,” my father quickly added. “And she often talks and acts like a character in a book. She’s good at pretending. She’s always had imaginary friends.” He looked at me and nodded. “You can leave her alone for hours and hours, and she won’t complain. Maybe she’ll be an actress.”

“Or a politician,” Mr. Black said. “If she’s good at pretending.”

Everyone laughed.

“What about her name?” Mrs. Black asked, sweetening her smile. “It’s so unusual. But so beautiful,” she quickly added.

My parents looked at each other as if to see if either one objected to the explanation. Neither ever did when anyone asked about it, but they were always careful about hurting each other’s feelings, so they checked first to see who would begin. If they ever had an argument, often about me, they would quickly find a way to smooth it over and seal their apologies to each other with a sharp kiss that sounded like the snap of a rubber band and seemed more like a stamp of approval than the soft brush of something loving and romantic.

“That was the only request her birth mother left with the orphanage, that the name she gave her be kept. We promised to do so. Actually, Felicia and I liked her name right from the get-go,” Dad replied.

Sometimes my mother gave the whole answer, but it was usually almost the exact same words. She even said “get-go.”

“Do you still have those shoes with the rounded toes?” Mrs. Black asked me. “I’d like to see them.”

“No.”

“What do you think happened to them?” Mrs. Hummel asked. She was smiling, but I could tell that my casualness about one of my stories intrigued her. It was easy to see that some of my parents’ guests weren’t just amused. They were fascinated with me. Usually at that point, my parents would find a way to end it and send me off to my room. My mother would hug me too tightly, her arms crushing my ribs, and she’d whisper, “You’ll get no breakfast for doing this again and embarrassing us, Sage. Stay in your bed until I come for you.”

No matter how many times my parents punished me, I didn’t stop talking about my dreams and visions. I was more than happy to be doing it this time, too, at Dad’s birthday dinner.

“My shoes got worn out,” I said. “They were buried with everything else of mine that got worn out.”

“What?” Mrs. Black said, her right hand fluttering up to her mouth like a small bird. “Heavens, why would your things have to be buried?”

The faces of all the guests were framed in half smiles. My parents held theirs that way, too, but their eyes were stained with disappointment and anger. My mother’s were full of fiery warning, afraid of what I might say next. Sometimes my mother would tell me afterward that they were seriously thinking of giving me back to the orphanage. She’d say there was no guarantee for me, but there was one for them. I could be turned back in like so much broken merchandise, “stored in a cage in a warehouse for damaged children no one really wanted. They are fed through bars and kept in the dark most of the time, without any television or books or any toys, the way some exotic birds are kept.”

“Yes, why did they have to be buried?” Mrs. Hummel asked now. She leaned toward me, her dark mint-green eyes wider, the corners of her mouth tucked back. Her face was full of anticipation.

I didn’t look at my mother. “Because they were mine,” I said. “If someone else put them on, they would go up in flames.”

Usually, there would be gasps when I said something like that, at least from the women. The men might just stare at me and shake their heads. This time, both Mrs. Hummel and Mrs. Black just stared at me, too. Mr. Hummel finally laughed, but it sounded more like he was clearing his throat. Mr. Black was the only one who shook his head and cast a look of sympathy at my father.

“Why don’t you go to your room now, Sage?” my father said. “You have that new video game you asked for. We know you want to play with it. You can be excused.”

Since we had already had his birthday cake, I thought that was all right.

“Very well,” I said, and I slipped off my chair, said good night to everyone, curtsied, and walked out.

I heard the soft laughter. “What a polite little girl!” Mrs. Hummel exclaimed. “I love the way she curtsied like a little princess. How did you get her to do that?”

“We didn’t teach her to do that,” my mother said, and then she realized she had said it too quickly. “I mean, she surprises us every day.”

“Like I said, she picks up a lot from reading,” my father added.

“What a delight,” Mrs. Black said. “You’re very lucky.”

“That’s what we think,” my mother said, but there was something about the way she said it, some underlying note in her voice, that only I could hear. It was getting sharper and sharper every passing day, every passing year.

I carried her words up to my room, twisting and turning them over in my mind like a jeweler inspecting a gem for some imperfection. I was sure there was something there, something I didn’t see or understand, and it was all because of who I was. No one was more of a mystery to me than I was to myself.

However, I imagined all adopted children had that problem, because they didn’t have their biological parents to measure themselves against by comparing their height, their facial features, and, most important, their personalities. I looked constantly for clues in the way my parents spoke about me and the way they looked at me to see if they knew much more than they were saying, especially when they thought I didn’t notice or couldn’t hear them. If I asked, they would always remind me that they had never met my mother, much less my father. They were just as much in the dark about who my biological parents were and what they were like. Naturally, I wanted to know why my real mother had given me away. Didn’t real mothers love their children with all their hearts the moment they were born?

“What we do know is that she wasn’t married and her parents were too old to help raise you,” my mother had eventually told me, and left it for me to make the right conclusions. Of course, I knew other girls and boys who lived only with their mothers after a divorce, but children of divorced mothers were different from orphans like me. At least the children of divorced parents could see themselves in their fathers and mothers.

This was constantly on my mind. I spent a great deal of time studying myself in a mirror, but not like someone looking for flaws in her beauty. It was more like I was looking for a sign revealing who was inside me, who I really was. Using my own features, I tried to imagine what my real mother must have looked like.

One day, I drew a picture of her and showed it to my parents. After they looked at it, they looked at each other, their eyes wide and full of surprise. Neither said anything. They didn’t tell me it was awful or that it was wrong to have drawn it, but they wouldn’t let me pin it on the wall or show it to anyone else. I finally did hear my father whisper, “Remarkable,” more to himself than to my mother. My mother took the picture, telling me to forget it, and I imagined that she hid it somewhere or maybe destroyed it, as if she was afraid I might see someone who resembled this woman on the streets of our city. I supposed that was possible. I didn’t know where she came from or where she lived.

We lived just outside of Dorey, Massachusetts, a town of about twenty thousand residents, only fifty miles from Cape Cod, a place they had yet to take me to visit. Our house was a Tudor, with half-timbering. The space between the timbers was filled with white stucco, so my parents referred to their home as a black-and-white house. It had decorative woodwork, which my father explained was really false half-timbering, diamond-pane windows, and a steeply pitched roof with arches and bay windows. My room was upstairs, two doors down from my parents’ room, and it looked out at the section of woods between our property and a small lake that was only a half mile long and wide. It was on an empty plot of land tied up in some family feud regarding its deed.

For me, it was like having our own private lake and park next door. We had barely more than one acre, so I was eager to step off our property and spend time next door exploring, especially around the lake. I wasn’t permitted to go there by myself until I was ten and always with a warning to be careful around the lake, as if something in it, some lake monster, might jump out and pull me under the water. Often I did sense something shadowy moving in the woods nearby. I would pause and search among the trees. Sometimes I would hear the rustling of leaves and branches, even the sound of footsteps, but I never saw anything or anyone.

I did hear the breeze whisper, “Be careful. Always be careful.”

My father made sure that I learned to swim when I was five. He took me to his sports club in Dorey on Saturdays, when children of members could have lessons with a certified swimming instructor. My instructor was amazed, because I was swimming well after only a half hour of instruction.

“You sure she never swam before?” he asked my father.

“Never.”

“All my students should be like her,” the instructor said.

Dad nodded and looked at me as if he had expected no less. He stood back and, without any surprise, watched me swim across the pool, unafraid, unhesitant, and confident. Later, at dinner, he reported how I had done. I watched for my mother’s reaction. She seemed more disappointed than proud. Both of them did, in fact. I didn’t understand it. It was as if I was confirming some evil suspicion they had of me.

But swimming seemed natural, something I remembered having done.

“I swam in the ocean, which is more difficult than a pool,” I blurted.

They shook their heads, but I could sense the seeds of concern were planted again, this time even deeper.

“We never took you to swim in the ocean, Sage,” my mother snapped back at me with her teeth clenched. “Don’t dare tell anyone that. Are you listening?”

As usual back then when I was so young, I just shrugged. I never argued with anyone about what I knew and what I saw. It was as if I understood that they wouldn’t understand. However, I think my self-confidence when I spoke was eventually even more of a concern for my parents than the things I said. They could see I wasn’t ever going to admit that I was making something up.

“I’m afraid she really believes what she says,” I heard my mother tell my father once when I was nearly eleven. “You can’t blame it on a wild imagination anymore or talk her out of it or stop her from saying these things.”

“Maybe she’ll grow out of it,” he replied. “She’s still quite young. The older she gets, the further away she might get from these visions and imaginings. Some of it is simply what all kids do. It’s still too soon to tell.”

“No sense in fooling yourself. I’m afraid she won’t stop, Mark. I’ll admit, it’s more difficult to predict what will happen with her, what the end result of this will be. She’s not like the others.”

“That’s why we have to be patient. Let’s wait and see,” my father told her. “We promised.”

“We promised to try.”

“And we will,” he said firmly. “We have to, for her sake.”

I wanted to ask what he meant by “the others” and “for her sake,” but I was afraid to start them talking about me again, warning me, practically begging me to shut myself up tightly and bury my thoughts and dreams so deeply that they would be smothered and die. I thought I might die, too. If I kept everything locked up, I wouldn’t be able to breathe because of the weight of it all on my chest.

Finally, when I was twelve and still telling them and other people about things I remembered, things they knew I hadn’t done while I was with them, which was basically forever, I heard them discussing me very intently one night in the kitchen after dinner. Both of them raised their voices at times. They decided that maybe it would help for me to speak with a child psychologist. After all, besides others my age in school, I was also telling my teachers things that my parents couldn’t validate when they were asked about them.

“We can’t ignore her, ignore the things she is telling people, anymore, Mark. Everyone will wonder why we’re not trying to do something about it, especially her teachers. I hate doing this. It’s basically admitting failure, but it’s getting out of hand,” my mother said. “This is another one that might very well be beyond us.”

What did she mean by “another one” and “beyond us”? I wondered. That was the same as saying “the others,” but, just like before, I was afraid to ask.

“I agree,” Dad said. I heard him sigh deeply. “But who knows? Professional help might slow it down and give us a real chance to evaluate her properly.”

“I have no illusions about this, Mark. It won’t stop her if it’s in her to be what she is. We can only hope it’s the right sort. I hate to think of what it means if she’s not.”

Now I was full of new questions. “Be what she is”? “The right sort”? The right sort of what? What would I be? Something she hated to even think about? Perhaps I did have serious mental issues. No one was more eager to get the answers than I was, and if seeing a therapist would lead me to them, then I was all for it.

Shortly afterward, I met with the child psychologist, Irma Loman, a forty-two-year-old woman with graying dark brown hair and hazel eyes with tiny black spots in them. She didn’t sit behind a desk or have me lie on a couch or anything. She said we were going to be just like two friends talking.

“You can even call me Irma,” she said. “I’m not worried about protocol or formalities. Honesty, honesty. That’s the only important thing.”

She settled on her chair across from me like a hen sitting over newly laid eggs. Her thighs seemed to inflate beneath her knee-length dark gray skirt. She wore a white blouse with a frilly collar and frilly cuffs. Her straight hair was trimmed just below her cheekbones, which made her eyes and lips look bigger. She was only five foot four, with thick ankles and shiny rounded knees that looked like large Mason jar caps for homemade jelly, something I had never seen in our house but could easily envision.

“People who have spots in their eyes were touched by the devil’s tears when they were born,” I told her before she could ask me a single question.

She smiled, her cheeks bubbling and her small nose sinking. “What? Where did you learn such a thing?”

“A fortune-teller told me. She was blind and had a dog who led her around. He had silver fur and silvery gray eyes that glowed in the dark.”

“Blind?”

“She wasn’t always blind. She had been cursed,” I explained.

“Why was she cursed?”

“Not everyone likes to hear about his or her future, especially when it’s bad. Gypsies don’t make the future; they just see it faster than anyone else, and in this case, she tampered with the wrong person.”

“Tampered with the wrong person? What do you mean?”

“She annoyed someone with more power, someone who could put a curse on her.”

“If she could see the future, why didn’t she know that would happen to her?”

“Fortune-tellers can’t tell their own fortunes, only the fortunes of others,” I said, making it sound like something very obvious, something everyone should know.

She stared for a moment and then smiled again, this time with a slight nod, as if I had just confirmed something she had thought about me from the first moment she set eyes on me. “That doesn’t make sense from the start, Sage. Think about what you’re saying. How could she see if she was blind?”

“She had eyes behind her eyes,” I said.

Irma tightened her pale thick lips and scrunched her nose even more, like someone who had just smelled something horrible. She glanced at her notebook, sighed deeply, and began to ask me questions about my dreams. I tried to answer everything as truthfully as possible, because she had emphasized honesty.

“What’s wrong with me?” I blurted before my session was over. “I know my parents are growing more and more upset about it.”

“Now, stop your worrying,” she ordered. She told me that some people don’t stop dreaming just because they wake up, and maybe I was one of those people. “It’s not bad,” she said quickly. “But maybe we should work on helping you leave your dreams behind when you wake up in the morning.”

She asked me more questions about my daily life, what I liked, what I thought of this or that, even colors and shapes. I saw her fill pages and pages of her notebook.

In the end, after two more sessions, she told my parents that I had a delusional disorder, a mixed type, but she felt I might outgrow it. She thought regular therapy sessions with her over time would quicken my recovery.

My mother wasn’t as enthusiastic about it as my father was, but I told them I didn’t mind seeing Irma now and then.

“I might even be able to help her more than she can help me,” I said.

My mother gasped and brought her right hand to the base of her throat, something she always did when she was a little shocked or surprised. “Why do you say that?” she asked. She looked at my father, and they both waited for my response.

“She has tiny black dots in her eyes,” I explained. “She’s going to do something very bad someday if no one helps her.”

“How would she know something like that?” my father asked my mother. “You can see.”

She shook her head. “No. Obviously, she’s not going to do Sage any good,” she concluded. “This is going nowhere, and it might even take her in the wrong direction altogether.”

Eventually, things settled down enough for them to stop sending me to Irma anyway, but I felt bad for her. A year later, she drank too much at a party and, driving home, hit a woman and a man crossing the street at night. The woman died, and Irma was charged with vehicular manslaughter. My father was the one who read about it and remembered what I had predicted.

“Did you ever tell anyone about Irma Loman?” my father asked me. “About what you thought would happen to her?”

“No. I didn’t tell anyone anything about her at all, not even that I had seen her.”

“Thank heavens for that,” my mother said. “Finally, at least this once, anyway, you listened to us.” She looked relieved.

But by then, it was too late for lots of reasons.
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Our house had a wide but short entryway with a narrow closet for hanging up coats and jackets. The floor was a grayish white slate, and there was a large hanging lamp of clear hammered glass in a detailed black finish. The two curved metal hooklike decorations at the base of it always seemed like two cat eyes to me, especially when the lamp was on and the yellowish glow bounced off the light brown front door. They looked like frightened eyes, hinting of danger and not suggesting any of the warmth and security I should find in the house that was my home, something everyone should find in his or her home.

Periodically, my mother would hang a small garland of garlic just to the right of our front door. She would dress it up with some artificial flowers. I never thought it was that pretty. In fact, I hated looking at it and wondered why it was so important to her to do it. When I asked, however, she grew very angry.

“Don’t you ever touch it, and don’t ask me about it again,” she said. Then she paused like someone who had just thought of something important, narrowed her eyes, and asked, “Why? Does it bother you? Make you feel sick?”

“No,” I said, and shrugged. “I just wondered. There are nicer things to hang outside a house.”

Her shoulders and neck seemed to inflate with rage. “When you have your own house, you’ll hang what you want. That’s what I want,” she said, and walked away.

The garland of garlic wasn’t the only odd thing that drew my curiosity. I remembered, one afternoon when I was seven, seeing my father go out to the front stoop, loosen one of the steps, and slip a knife under it. He saw me watching him and said, “Don’t ever tell anyone about this, Sage. Understand?”

“Yes, Daddy,” I said.

He nailed the step down, gave me another look of warning, and went into the house.

I never forgot it, but I didn’t mention it again, either. There were too many things like that around our house and too many other strange things my parents did to concentrate on just one. The doorbell button outside, for example, was housed in a circle that had a black side and a white side, with the button in the white side. I think few people who came to the house and pressed it understood they were pressing on yang, for the circle was the symbolic yin-yang, yin being the black side and yang the white.

My mother explained it to me when I came home from school one day and remarked that our front doorbell button looked like a yin-yang picture we had been studying in art class.

“That’s exactly what it is,” she told me. “Yin and yang are the two energies believed to exist in everything in nature and in human beings.”

I nodded, eager to show off my new knowledge. I was just thirteen at the time, a year away from entering high school, and despite everything, I wanted my parents to approve of me. “Yin is the female energy,” I said, “cold, passive, and wet, and it’s associated with the night, the winter, and the moon. Yang is male, hot, active, and fiery, associated with daytime, the summer, and the sun.”

“Exactly,” my mother said. “And you understand one cannot exist without the other. Light can’t exist without darkness. They are always moving energies, and neither is good or bad in and of itself.”

I wanted to ask why she had never explained the doorbell button before, but there was really nothing unusual about her withholding information. It seemed she always waited for me to bring home something that would permit her to tell me more, and until I did, it was better if I lived in the darkness of ignorance. It was almost as if knowledge was dangerous for me, especially if it had anything to do with good and evil.

I was even more afraid to ask questions about such things when I grew older. My questions usually caused my mother to look at me more intensely, just as she had done when I had asked about the garland of garlic. Her eyes would search my face, looking for some underlying evil reason for why I would dare to ask, no matter how innocent the questions were. She would often follow one of my questions with “Why do you want to know that? Why did you ask? What gave you the idea to ask?” Or she might ask, “Did you dream about this?” This was especially true for any questions about her or my father, their families, or their pasts. They never seemed to want to talk much about those things, so I stopped asking years ago. But wasn’t it normal to wonder about your own family?

Although I rarely heard them talk about their families even when they were with dinner guests, I couldn’t help wondering why we didn’t have pictures of their parents or grandparents on our shelves and walls like other people had. Whenever my parents and I went to their friends’ homes, that was the first thing I looked for and asked questions about. In the house of one of my classmates, her family had two rows of pictures of her grandfathers going back generations, with one picture taken around the time of the Civil War.

How different we were. Wouldn’t you think so if, from the day you could talk, comments and questions about almost anything brought intense scrutiny, if not some sharp reply, a warning to you not to think about something or ask about something? Surely, like me, you would tend to go elsewhere for answers, even about the most common things. Maybe that was why I became such an avid reader. There were times when I felt the air go out of the room after I had asked about something, times when I would find myself tiptoeing around my parents and retreating to the silence in my own room to read and to learn.

I used to wonder if maybe I was too inquisitive after all, whether there really was something wrong with me for thinking so much and wondering so much. However, it was pretty obvious that my classmates and friends knew a great deal more about their families than I knew about mine. Of course, almost all of that mystery could be attributed to my being an adopted child and that I knew nothing about my biological parents, but the truth was that I didn’t know all that much more about my adoptive parents, either.

I could summarize what I knew about them on a single page. Both of them had lost their parents years ago, but I wasn’t sure exactly when. To explain why their parents were gone even though they were still so young, they told me their parents had married late in their lives. They made it sound as if their mothers had them at the very last possible minute.

They both said they had lived in Massachusetts all their lives. My father was from Boston, my mother from Salem. My mother was an only child, so there were no aunts or uncles on her side, but my father had a younger brother, Wade, who fascinated me. He was a professional magician who went under the stage name the Amazing Healy. He lived in New York City, but he traveled a great deal because of his performances, not only in America but also in Europe and even Asia, and he always managed to visit us when he was anywhere nearby.

Uncle Wade had a reason for not answering my questions about himself, a reason I could accept and understand.

“A good magician never reveals the secrets of his tricks, Sage, nor should he tell too much about himself. He must guard the mystery as he would guard his life. One can’t be separated from the other when you’re a magician. There’s an aura about you that enables you to say, ‘Now you see it; now you don’t.’ And people are hooked, amazed, and fascinated. That’s how I earn a living. You wouldn’t want to hurt my doing that, right?”

His eyes twinkled when he said it. Of course, I wanted to ask why I had to be like everyone else. Wasn’t I a little special? I could keep secrets so locked up that they’d gather dust in my head. We didn’t have a blood relationship, but I was his niece. I should be trusted.

When I muttered something about this to my parents, my mother said, “Even we don’t know all that much about Wade. He wants it that way, and you should respect his wishes. Don’t go poking that nose full of curiosity into everything and everyone you meet. Some people want their privacy respected.” Her words were sharp and hard.

I didn’t argue with her. I never would. I certainly didn’t want to do anything to upset Uncle Wade. I just wanted him to like me, to love me at least like any uncle loved a niece. I thought he could. He didn’t seem as uptight about everything I said and did. There was always an amused twinkle in his eyes when he was with me. Shorter than my father and just a little stouter, he had light brown hair and vividly electric blue eyes. He never visited us without amazing me with the way he could make things disappear, move them from one place to another just by staring at them, or change colors and shapes and make things float by moving his hands a certain way.

Supposedly, he was also a great hypnotist, but he could never hypnotize me. I loved the soft sound of his voice, and I did see twirling snowballs and multicolored drops fall out of a rainbow, but I never lost awareness. He laughed at his failure, claiming I had too strong a mind, but I did notice that when he looked at my parents afterward, they would all seem to nod and agree about something—something else they would never tell me, of course. That list of secrets seemed to grow as I did. If it continued, I was sure I’d be covered in mysteries as thick as tar.

So because of this and so many other things, I sensed that we weren’t alone in the house, that living alongside us were gobs of secrets caught like flies in a spider’s web, struggling to break free to reveal themselves. I dreamed of sleepwalking through them, shattering them, and releasing them all. The secrets fluttered about me, whispering the answers to one mystery after another in my ears until I knew everything I should know about myself and my parents.

I suppose that was why I was so excited, one afternoon when I was fourteen, to discover the dark gray filing cabinet in my father’s office slightly opened, a cabinet that I had never seen unlocked. Like everything else that was locked, it was surely full of answers. But I was forbidden ever to enter his office without him present and especially warned not to touch anything, move any papers, or look in any drawers. When I was little, my mother had convinced me that if I did try to open a forbidden drawer anywhere in the house, the handle would burn my fingers.

Sometimes I would tempt myself. When neither of them was looking, I would bring my fingers inches from a forbidden drawer handle. Almost always, I felt some heat and pulled my fingers back quickly. What would I do if I did burn my fingers and my mother saw it? She would know I had disobeyed a very strict order. It wouldn’t be pleasant. She could lose her temper over lesser things and go into a small rant if I decided to wear something other than what she had put out for me, pummeling me with questions. Why had I chosen that? Why did I want to wear that color today? What made me decide? Did I look into a mirror and see something unusual? Before I could answer, she would rattle off, “What? What?” Even if I swore there was nothing, she would look at me suspiciously. It got so I was nervous about turning left when I thought she might want me to turn right.

Now here I was with a chance to disobey again, but in a much bigger way. And I was fourteen, so I couldn’t fall back on the excuse that I was too young to know better, not that that excuse ever worked for me. It was as if my parents expected me to be ages older mentally than I was chronologically. When they said, “You should know better,” they meant it, even when I was only five or six.

I looked back to the front door with trepidation but also with excitement. If someone came through the entryway and didn’t walk into our living room on the right, he or she would reach my father’s office on the left before turning the corner to get to the dining room and the kitchen. The bottom of the stairway was just between the living room and my father’s office. The office door was rarely open when he was away. This particular Saturday afternoon, it was, and no one but me was home.

I had glanced in as I was passing, and that’s when I had seen the opened filing cabinet. For a long moment, I just stood there looking with fascination and curiosity at it. I didn’t think this overwhelming attraction to an opened but forbidden file drawer was that unusual. My mother had told me people were born this way. She told me that all we had to do was read about Eve in the Garden of Eden to see it was true. Don’t do this and don’t do that only made you want to do those things more. She said most religious leaders believed that was our fatal flaw and that God put flaws in us so we would have something to overcome, some way to prove to Him that we were good and deserved a place in heaven.

“Which makes no sense to me,” my father quipped. This conversation occurred during one of those evenings when the three of us were reading in the living room together without the television on. “If God is God, why can’t he know in advance who will be bad and who will be good?”

“Maybe that’s his flaw,” my mother replied.

My father laughed. “Blasphemy,” he declared. He pointed at her and playfully twirled his right forefinger in small circles the way Uncle Wade did when he was going to make something move magically.

“Stop that,” she demanded. I saw she wasn’t kidding. “I mean it, Mark.”

His smile fell off his face, and he pulled his hand back quickly. Why was that so terrible? He wasn’t aiming a gun at her. I think I moaned, and the two of them looked at me as if they both just realized I was there. They didn’t look embarrassed so much as suddenly frightened. I quickly returned my eyes to the book I was reading.

The most intriguing thing in my life at this time was listening to them when they spoke as if I weren’t in the room. Sometimes it seemed they actually did forget I was there or, worse, wanted to ignore me. Maybe that gave them some relief. They were both so nervous and intense about every move I made and every word I said. I knew from listening to my classmates when they talked about their parents that mine were on pins and needles more than most parents. But why? What had I ever done to cause them to treat me this way? Was it simply because I was adopted? Did that really make everything so different from the way it was for my friends? Was this true for most adopted children?

I had read stories about parents who regretted adopting a child after a while or couples who would never consider it because they didn’t know enough about the child’s family background. Maybe the child had inherited some evil tendencies or something. In a way, it made sense. The adoptive parents might not know enough about a child’s genetics. It was natural for them to be nervous about that, but if all of them were as intense about it as mine were, no one would ever be adopted. Why did my parents decide to adopt me anyway? I wondered more and more.

Why, why, why echoed in the house. It dangled off me no matter where I was, like some loose thread, but something much stronger than just curiosity was drawing me to the open cabinet that day. It was almost as if the winds that brought the whispering voices were at my back, urging me forward. My heart began to thump as I stepped deeper into my father’s office. All of the figurines he had on shelves—the owl, the eagle, and the bat in particular—seemed to turn toward me, their eyes tracking my every move. I paused. The silence in the house seemed to pound in my ears. It was as if everything in it was holding its breath. Would I dare?

I glanced at myself in the antique mirror on the wall to my left. An image flashed across my eyes. It was quick, but I couldn’t help gasping. I saw a woman, dressed in clothes from colonial America, suddenly burst into flames. Around her, men and women were all smiling. The image disappeared as quickly as it had come, but I almost turned and ran out of the office. I caught my breath, and the chill that had washed over my chest dissipated. Whenever an image like that occurred, I was frightened or shaken for a moment but always recuperated quickly.

There was no getting away from how wrong it felt to be spying on my father. However, I told myself that this wasn’t simply disobedience; it was defiance strengthened with the belief that I had a right to know everything. Why should there be such a cloak of mystery around things that others my age clearly had spread out before them, especially children who were part of the family? Cabinets weren’t supposed to be locked to keep them out. They were supposed to be locked to keep out strangers and thieves.

Determined now, I knelt beside the open cabinet and began to sift through the files in the bottom drawer, the one that had been pulled open and left that way. In front of the files was a small wooden box. I took it out slowly and set it on the floor, where I turned it around and around, because at first, I couldn’t see how it could be opened. Then I realized there were two small indentions for fingertips, one on each side. I pressed into them, and the box snapped open.

What strange contents, I thought. There were what looked like human bones, fingers and the nose portion of a small skull, maybe a child’s skull. Mixed in with them were tiny leaves of shrubs and a piece of frankincense. Why was that in there? What did it mean? I closed the lid softly and put the box back. I thought I could feel two strong hands gripping my shoulders, trying to pull me away, but I resisted and looked at the first file that seized my attention.

The file had a college logo at the top of the first page. It was a bachelor of science diploma from a liberal arts college in Boston. This was no special discovery, I first thought. I knew my father had gone to college, but I believed he had gone to a business school. I shrugged and started to put the page back into the file when I noticed the date. It made no sense.

This diploma had been issued in 1908. How could my father have been in his early twenties in 1908? Was this his grandfather’s diploma? Did his grandfather have the same name, Mark Healy? That was obviously the only answer, but why keep something like this under lock and key? Why wasn’t it framed and on his office wall? Wasn’t he proud of his grandfather?

I took out another document in the same file. It also had a university logo at the top of what was another diploma, a juris doctor degree from Cornell Law School in New York State. This, too, had the name Mark Healy, but the date was 1925. That couldn’t be my father, either, and the date was wrong for it to be his grandfather. Maybe it was his father’s, I thought.

But my father and my uncle had told me their father’s name was Evan Charles Healy. This was all very confusing. I dug deeper and found pictures, old sepia photographs that were very faded, but the first one was clear enough to reveal a young man who resembled my father enough to be his twin. I saw classic automobiles in the background, too, one that had a stick for a steering wheel.

The second picture was clearer and was so surprising that it sent me moving backward to sit on the floor. It was the same man, and a woman with a close resemblance to my mother was standing beside him. Behind them was what looked like an old farmhouse, and another very old automobile was on their right. The woman wore something around her neck. It looked familiar.

I went to my father’s desk and found his magnifying glass. It helped me see that the necklace had a pendant of what looked like seven blossoms. I thought for a moment and remembered that I had seen my mother wearing this pendant, but not for some time. Who was the woman? Was it my mother’s mother? Had she given the pendant to my mother? How could all these relatives look so much alike? Why were all these pictures locked away?

I put the picture back. There were many photos with the same two people, but as I sifted through them, the pictures got better; they were clearer, and the backgrounds were more modern, suggesting that they were taken no more than ten or fifteen years ago. The strangest thing about them was that neither the man nor the woman looked a day older in any of the pictures.

I noticed some additional pictures, one of a young boy and another of a young girl. Behind these was a picture of me when I was much younger. Who were the other two? Neither looked anything like me. The boy had much darker hair and almost coal-black eyes. The girl had light brown hair and blue eyes. Both of them looked older than what I imagined their ages really were. They had adult faces on young bodies, I thought, faces that looked troubled, pained. Why were we all in this one folder with the other pictures?

The more I discovered, the deeper I fell into confusion. I almost didn’t look at anything else, but the top of one paper looked familiar, so I dug into that file and found the picture I had drawn years ago of how I imagined my birth mother looked. I sat there staring at it, remembering the day I had shown it to my parents. So they hadn’t torn it up or thrown it out after all, I thought. I should be happy about that. Maybe they were proud of how well I drew at so early an age, but why keep it hidden away?

I couldn’t take it up to my room and keep it, because that would reveal that I had been in the forbidden cabinet. I started to put it back but stopped. There was something else in the file with my drawing. It was a photograph of a woman who looked very much like the woman I had drawn, but she looked sad, as if she was moments away from crying. There was nothing written on the backs of any of the pictures, nothing to help me identify whoever it was.
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