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Prologue

Doctor Feinberg’s Report


Doctor Clayton Feinberg

State Forensic Psychiatrist

Community General Hospital Psychiatric Unit

Notes on patient Celeste Atwell, Age seventeen and four months

Background Information (Provided by investigating officer Steven Gary, Sullivan County Sheriff’s Department):

Celeste Atwell lived with her mother, Sarah Atwell, and an infant who is thought to be Celeste’s mother’s child, fathered by her second husband, Dave Fletcher, deceased. They lived on a farm on Allen Road just a mile or so southeast of the hamlet of Sandburg, New York. The infant is also named Celeste, but was distinguished in the home from the first Celeste by the family referring to her as Baby Celeste.

However, identical names for two siblings never became an issue because for some time immediately after the apparently accidental death of her twin brother, Noble, Celeste Atwell was brought up as her twin brother. She was made to assume a male persona and to deny all of her feminine characteristics. At the time of Noble’s death, Sarah Atwell convinced the law enforcement authorities that her daughter, Celeste, was a kidnapped and missing child. The reasons for all this subterfuge remain obscure. There is an ongoing investigation as to the actual cause of Noble Atwell’s death, Baby Celeste’s lineage, and the events recently transpired that resulted in Betsy Fletcher’s death.

Dave Fletcher’s daughter, Betsy, moved into the residence recently with a male child born out of wedlock, one Panther Fletcher. Some altercation between Betsy Fletcher and Celeste Atwell resulting in the death of Betsy Fletcher occurred either right before or soon after the death of Sarah Atwell. The best information we have at this time is the death was caused by a fall on the stairway during a struggle that resulted in Betsy Fletcher breaking her neck. Celeste Atwell then buried Betsy’s body in the family’s herbal garden.

Coroner’s inquest concludes Sarah Atwell died of heart failure. It has also been concluded that her remains remained in her bed for at least two to three days.

The county sheriff’s department brought the patient to the psychiatric ward following the order of the Honorable Judge Levine, assigning her to my care, and to perform an analysis to determine whether or not she can be held accountable for her actions and whether or not she can be of any assistance toward the solution of these additional questions.

After a night during which she was sedated, she was brought to my office for her initial visit.

First Psychiatric Evaluation Session

The patient was remarkably comfortable and at ease despite the traumatic events that had brought her to the psychiatric ward to be placed under my care. She appeared to understand where she had been taken, and offered no resistence nor voiced any complaints. Her complacency led me to feel she had a fatalistic approach to her own affairs and destiny. After establishing the necessary trust between us for my session, I conducted a dialogue, the highlights of which I have so noted below.

Patient Interview

I see from the police report that you said you were trying to keep Betsy Fletcher from carrying a pot of boiling water up the stairs. You said she was threatening to throw it on your mother, who was not well and was in bed?

Celeste Atwell: Yes.

Why did she want to do that?

Celeste Atwell: She thought my mother was stealing the money her father left her and wouldn’t give it to her.

And it was during the course of that struggle between you and Betsy to keep her from hurting your mother that she fell down the stairs and broke her neck?

Celeste Atwell: Yes.

If you killed Betsy Fletcher accidentally, Celeste, why didn’t you call the police or call for an ambulance? Why did you bury Betsy Fletcher in the herbal garden?

Celeste Atwell: Baby Celeste told me to do that.

Why would you listen to a six-year-old? (The patient smiled at me as if I was ignorant.)

Celeste Atwell: Baby Celeste is not just a six-year-old. She has inherited the wisdom of our family. Our family spirits told her what to tell me.

How do you know they told her these things?

Celeste Atwell: I know. I can sense when they are with her and she is with them.

Why didn’t they just tell you directly?

Celeste Atwell: Baby Celeste is special, very special.

Aren’t you special to them, too? (The patient showed some agitation and did not respond.) Was there another reason, Celeste? Was there some reason that prevented them from speaking to you directly?

Celeste Atwell: Yes.

What was it?

Celeste Atwell: I had disappointed them. They were angry with me.

Who exactly was disappointed in you and angry with you?

Celeste Atwell: All of them. All of the spirits of my family, their souls.

How did you disappoint them?

Celeste Atwell: I…

What made them angry at you, Celeste? (Patient became more agitated. I gave her a glass of water and waited.) Can you tell me why you think you disappointed them, now, Celeste? I would really like to know.

Celeste Atwell: I let Noble die again.

How did you do that? Wasn’t Noble already dead? How can he die again if he’s already dead? (At this point the patient would not respond to any question. She kept her eyes closed and her lips tight. Her body began to tremble. I determined I had gone as far as I could for the first session.)

Doctor’s Feinberg’s Conclusion

Celeste Atwell suffers severe intense guilt and pain over the death of her twin brother, Noble. We have not established the reason yet, but my best estimate is she will and should remain under psychiatric care and treatment for some time and should be remanded to the psychiatric hospital in Middletown. At the time of her actions and at this time, she was and remains incapable of understanding the consequences of her actions or the difference between an illegal act and a legal act.

Doctor Clayton Feinberg










From Baby Celeste’s Diary


A long time ago when I was in pediatric therapy, my doctor asked me to write down everything I thought, everything I saw, and everything I believed happened and was happening to me. It was something I never stopped doing. It was truly as if I was afraid that all of it was a dream, and the only way to prove it wasn’t was to write it down so I could read it later and tell myself, See, it did happen. All of it did happen!










1

“I’m With You Again”




I wouldn’t go until I had brushed my hair. Mama always spent so much time on my hair while Noble sat watching, as if he were jealous and wanted to be the one to brush it. Sometimes I let him, but he would never do it in front of Mama because of how angry it would make her. He would make these long, deliberate strokes, following the brush with his hand because he needed to feel my hair as much as see it. As I looked at myself in the mirror, I could almost feel his hand guiding the brush. It was hypnotizing then, and it was hypnotizing to remember it now.

“Mother Higgins said right now,” Colleen Dorset whined and stamped her foot to snap me out of my reverie. She was eight years old and my roommate for nearly a year. Her mother had given birth to her in an alley and left her in a cardboard box to die, but a passerby heard her wailing and called the police. She lived for two years with a couple who had given her a name, but they divorced, and neither wanted to keep her.

Her eyes were too wide, and her nose too long. She was doomed to end up like me, I thought with my characteristic clairvoyant confidence, and in a flash I saw her whole life pour out before me, splashing on the floor in a pool of endless loneliness. She wasn’t strong enough to survive. She was like a baby bird too weak to develop the ability to fly.

“Where that baby bird falls out of the nest,” Mama told me, “is where she’ll live and die.”

Some nest this was, I thought.

“Celeste, you’d better hurry.”

“It’s all right, Colleen. If they don’t wait, they don’t matter,” I said with such indifference, she nearly burst into tears. How she wished there was someone asking after her. She was like someone starving watching someone in a restaurant wasting food.

I took a deep breath and left the small, almost claustrophobic room I shared with her. There was barely enough space for the two beds and the dresser with the mirror above it. The walls were bare, and we had only one small window that looked out at another wall of the building. It didn’t matter. The view I had was a view I owned in my memory, a view among others I gazed back at the way people peruse family albums.

The walk to the headmistress’s office suddenly seemed longer than ever. With every step I took, the inadequately lit hallway stretched out another ten. It was as if I was moving through a long, dark tunnel, working my way back up to the light. Just like Sisyphus in the Greek myth we had just read in school, I was doomed never to reach the end of my long and difficult climb. Each time I approached the end, I fell back and had to begin again, as though I were someone caught in an eternal replay, someone tormented by wicked Fate.

Despite the act I put on for Colleen, as soon as I was told I was to meet with a married couple who might want to become my foster parents and perhaps adopt me, my heart started to thump with anticipation. The invitation to an interview came as a total surprise; it had been years since anyone had any interest in me, and I had just celebrated my seventeenth birthday. Most married couples coming to the orphanage look for much younger children, especially ones just born. Who would want to take in a teenager these days, especially me? I wondered. As one of my counselors, Dr. Sackett, once told me, “Celeste, you have to realize you come with a great deal more baggage than the average orphan child.”

The baggage wasn’t boxes of dresses and shoes either. He was referring to my past, the stigma I carried because of my unusual family and our history. Few potential foster parents look at you as your own person. It’s not difficult to see the questions in their eyes. What bad habits did this one inherit? How has she been twisted and shaped by her past, and how are we going to handle it? Why should we take on any surprises?

None of this was truer for anyone than it was for me. I had been labeled “odd,” “strange,” “unusual,” “difficult,” and even “weird.” I knew what rejection was like. I had been nearly adopted once before and returned like so much damaged goods. I could almost hear the Prescotts, the elderly couple who had taken me into their lives, return to the children’s protection agency and, as if speaking to someone in a department store return and exchange department, complain, “She doesn’t work for us. Please give us a refund.”

Today, perhaps because of this new possibility, that entire experience rushed over the walls of my memory, where it had been kept dammed up for so long. It pushed much of my past over with it as well, so that while I walked from my room to the office to meet with this new couple, the most dramatic events of my life began to replay. It was as if I had lived and died once before.

Truthfully, I have always felt like someone who had been born twice, but not in any religious sense. It wasn’t that I had some new awakening after which I could see the world in a different light, see truth and all the miracles and wonders that others who were not reborn did not see. No, first I was born and lived in a place where miracles and wonders were taken for granted, where spirits moved along the breezes like smoke, and where whispers and soft laughter came out of the darkness daily. None of it surprised me, and none of it frightened me. I believed it was all there to protect me, to keep me wrapped comfortably in a spiritual cocoon my mother had spun on her magic loom.

We lived in upstate New York on a farm that had belonged to my family for decades and legally still belongs to me. I was a true anomaly because I was and remained an orphan with an inheritance, property held in trust and managed by my mother’s attorney, Mr. Deward Lee Nokleby-Cook. I knew little more about it, but more than one headmistress or counselor had shaken her finger at me and reminded me I had far more than the other orphans.

The reminder wasn’t made to make me feel better about myself. Oh no. It was meant to encourage me to behave and obey every rule and every command, and was usually held over my head like some sort of branding iron. After all, property, having anything of value, meant more responsibility, and more responsibility meant you had to be more mature. If they had it their way, I would have completely skipped my childhood—not that a childhood in an orphanage was anything to rave about, anyway. I wish I could forget it all forever, every moment, every hour, every day, and not have it all come up inside me like so much sour milk.

Despite the fact that I was a little more than six when I left the farm, I still remembered it quite vividly. Perhaps that is because my time there was so dramatic, so intense. For most of my infancy, I was kept under lock and key, hidden away from the public. Even though my mother thought my birth was a miraculous wonder, or perhaps because of that, my birth was guarded as the deepest, most treasured family secret. I was made to feel like someone very special. Consequently, the house itself for nearly my first five years was my only world. I knew every crack and cranny, where I could make the floor creak, where I could crawl and hide, and where there were scratches and nicks in the baseboard, each mark evidence of the mysterious inhabitants who had come before me and still hovered about behind curtains or even under my bed.

For most of my life at the farm, I was taken out after dark and saw the world outside in the daytime only through a window. I could sit for hours and hours and stare at the birds, the clouds, the trees and leaves swaying in the wind. I was mesmerized by all of it, the way other children my age were hypnotized by television.

I had only one real companion, my brother, Noble. My cousin Panther was just a baby then, and I often helped care for him, but I was also jealous of any attention he stole from my mother and brother, attention that would have been directed at me. Right from the beginning, I resented it when he and his mother, Betsy, came to live with us.

Betsy had lived with us before. She had moved in soon after her father married Mother. I was never quite sure if he was my real father as well, but immediately he wanted me to call him Daddy. He died before Betsy returned. She had run off with a boyfriend, and she didn’t even know he had died. The whole time she was away, she had never called or even written a letter to tell her father where she was, but when she returned and learned of his death, she was very angry. I remember she blamed us for her father’s death, but she was even angrier about the way her inheritance was to be distributed. The air in the house felt filled with static. Mother stopped smiling. There were ominous whispers in every shadow, and those shadows grew deeper, darker, and wider every passing day, until I thought we would be living in darkness and no one would be able to see me, even Noble.

Before Panther’s mother, Betsy, had invaded our home and spoiled our lives, I had Noble completely to myself. He was the one who took me out, the one with whom I worked in the herbal garden and took walks about our farm when I was finally permitted to be out in the daytime. Often he read with me in the living room and carried me to my bedroom to put me asleep. He taught me the names of flowers and insects and birds. We were practically inseparable. I felt he loved me even more than my mother did. I was so sure that someday I was to understand why; someday, I would understand it all.

And then one day he disappeared. I can’t think of it any other way or of him as anything but who he had been to me. It was truly as if some wicked witch had waved her wand over him and in an instant turned him into the young girl I had been told was my half sister, Celeste, after whom I had been named. I had seen pictures of her many times in our family albums and heard stories about her, describing how bright she was, how pretty. It would be years before I would understand it, and even then I would wonder if everyone else was mistaken and not me. However, I would learn that my mother believed it was Celeste who had died in a tragic fishing accident, and not Noble, her twin brother.

Eventually and painfully, however, I would discover that it really was Noble who had drowned. Mother refused to accept it. She forced Celeste to become her twin brother, and all I knew about Celeste now was that she was in a mental clinic not far from the farm. As I said, I would make many shocking discoveries about myself and my past, but it would take time. It would be a long, twisted journey that would eventually bring me back to my home, to the place where all this began and where it was meant to come to a finalization, when I would truly be reborn.

I have been told that when I was brought to the first orphanage, I was a strange, brooding child whose demeanor and piercing way of looking at people drove away any and all prospective adoptive or foster parents despite my remarkable beauty. Even though I was advised to smile and look innocent and sweet, I always wore a face that belonged on a girl much older. My eyes would get too dark and my lips too taut. I stood stiffly and looked as if I would just hate to be hugged and kissed.

Although I was polite when I answered questions, my own questions made the husbands and wives considering me for adoption feel very uncomfortable. I had the tone of an accuser. More than once I was told I behaved as if I knew their deepest secrets, fears, and weaknesses. My questions were like needles, but I couldn’t help wondering why would they want me. Why didn’t they have children of their own? Why did they want a child now, and why a little girl? Who wanted me more, the man or the woman? They might joke or laugh at my direct questions, but I wouldn’t crack a smile.

This sort of behavior on my part, alongside my unusual past, would sink the possibility of any of them taking me into their home. Even before the interview ended, my prospective new parents would look at each other with NO written in their eyes and make a hasty retreat, fleeing me and the orphanage.

“See what you’ve done,” I was often told. “You’ve driven them away.”

It was always my fault. A child my age shouldn’t ask such questions, shouldn’t know such things. Why couldn’t I just keep my mouth shut and be the pretty little doll people hoped I was? After all, I had auburn hair that gleamed in the sunlight, bright blue-green eyes, and a perfect complexion. The prospective parents were always drawn to me and then, unfortunately, repulsed by me.

At the first orphanage, where I remained until I was nearly ten years old, I quickly developed a reputation for clairvoyance. I always knew when one of the other girls would get a tummy ache or a cold, or when one would be adopted and leave. I could look at prospective parents and tell if they were really going to adopt someone or if they hadn’t yet decided to take on such a serious commitment. There were many who were just window shoppers, making us all feel like animals in a pet shop. We were told to sit perfectly straight and say, “Yes, ma’am,” and, “Yes, sir.”

“Don’t speak unless spoken to” wasn’t only written over doorways; it was written on our brows, but I wasn’t intimidated. There were too many voices inside me, voices that would not be still.

My first orphanage caregiver was a strict fifty-year-old woman who demanded we all call her Madam Annjill. As a joke, I think, her parents had named her Annjill, just so they could laugh and say, “She’s no angel. She’s Annjill.” I didn’t need to be told. She was never an angel to me, nor could she ever become one.

Madam Annjill didn’t believe in hitting any of us, but she did like to shake us very hard, so hard all of us felt as if our eyes were rolling in our heads and our little bones were snapping. One girl, a tall, thin girl named Tillie Mae with brown habitually panic-stricken eyes the size of quarters, really had so much pain in her shoulder for so long afterward that Madam Annjill’s husband, Homer Masterson, finally had to take her to the doctor, who diagnosed her with a dislocated shoulder. Tillie Mae was far too frightened to tell him how she had come to have such an ailment. She was in pain for quite a number of days. The sight and sound of her crying herself to sleep put the jitters into every other orphan girl at the home, every other girl but me, of course.

I was never as afraid of Madam Annjill as the others were. I knew she wouldn’t ever shake me as hard. When she did shake me, I was able to hold my eyes on her the whole time without crying, and that made her more uncomfortable than the shaking made me. She would let go of me as if her hands were burning. She once told her husband that I had an unnaturally high body temperature. She was so positive about it that he had to take my temperature and show her I was as normal as anyone.

“Well, I still think she can make herself hotter at will,” she muttered.

Perhaps I could. Perhaps there were some hot embers burning inside me, something I could flame up whenever I wanted to and, like a dragon, breathe fire at her.

I must say she worked hard at finding me a home, but it wasn’t because she felt sorry for me. She simply wanted me out of her orphanage almost as soon as I had arrived. Sometimes I overheard her describing me to prospective foster parents, and I was amazed at the compliments she would give me. According to her I was the brightest, nicest, most responsible child there. She always managed to slip in the fact that I had an inheritance, acres of land, and a house kept in trust.

“Most of my little unfortunates come to you with nothing more than their hopes and dreams, but Celeste has something of real value. Why, it’s as if her college education or her wedding dowry was built into any adoption,” she told them, but it was never enough to overcome all the negative things they saw and learned.

“Where are her relatives?” they would inevitably ask.

“There aren’t that many, and those that there are were never close. Besides, none of them want the responsibility of caring for her,” was Madam Annjill’s reluctant standard explanation. She knew what damaging questions her answers created immediately in the minds of the people who were considering me. Why didn’t her relatives want her? If a child had something of value, surely some relative would want her. Who would want a child whose own relatives didn’t want to see hide nor hair of her, land in trust or no land in trust?

I wondered how valuable the farm really was. Of course, in my memory, the house and the property remained enormous. After all, it was once the whole universe to me. For years I believed that not only were the house and the land waiting for me, but all the spirits that dwelled there were waiting as well. It would be like returning to the womb, to a place where there was protection and warmth and all the love I had lost. How could anyone put a value on that? I wanted to grow up overnight so I could return. When I went to bed, I would close my eyes and wish and wish that when I woke in the morning, I would be a big girl. I would somehow be eighteen, and I could walk out of the home into a waiting limousine that would carry me off to the farm, where everything would be as it once was.

What would I really find there? I believed my mother was gone, buried, and my only living immediate relative was in a mental home. The attorney might hand me the door keys, but wouldn’t I be just as lonely and lost as ever? Or would the spirits come out of the woods and out of the walls and dance around me? Wouldn’t they all be there, my mother included? Wouldn’t that be enough company? It used to be enough for me, Mama, and Noble.

Why weren’t the spirits coming for me now? I would wonder. Why weren’t they appearing in the orphanage at night to reassure me and tell me not to worry?

As mad as it might seem to the other girls, I was longing to hear whispering, see wisps of people float by, feel a hand in mine and turn to see no one there.

Eventually, I did. Noble was there with me.

“Hey,” I remember him calling to me one night. I opened my eyes and saw him. “You didn’t think I would accompany you to this place and then just leave you here and forget you, did you?”

I shook my head, even though I had believed that. Seeing him again was too wonderful. I couldn’t speak.

“Well, I’ll be around. All the time. Just look for me, especially if anything bothers you, okay?”

I nodded.

He came closer, fixed my blanket the way he always did, leaned over, and kissed me on the forehead. Then he walked into the darkness and disappeared.

But I knew that he was there, and that was the most important thing of all.

I saw him often after that.

“Whom are you talking to?” Madam Annjill would ask me if she caught me whispering. “Stop that right now,” she would order, but then she would cross herself, shake her head, and mumble to herself about the devil having children as she quickly fled from the sight of me.

I knew she was watching me all the time. Noble would know it too and warn me.

“She’s coming,” he would say.

“Whom are you looking at so hard, and what are you smiling about?” Madam Annjill would demand at dinner if I stopped eating and stared into the corner where Noble was standing, his arms folded, leaning against the wall and smiling at me.

I didn’t reply. I turned to her ever so slowly and looked at her, not a movement in my lips, not a blink of my eyes. She would huff and puff and shake her head and reprimand some other poor, homeless little soul who had washed ashore on her beach. No solace here, I thought. No one waiting with open arms. No welcome sign over this front door. No one to tuck you in and kiss your cheek and wish you a good night’s sleep. No one to tickle you or smother you with kisses and embraces and flood your eyes with smiles.

No, here the sound of laughter was always thin and short, cut off quickly like the sound of something forbidden. Where else did children our age feel they had to choke back happiness and hide their tears? Where else did they pray so hard for a nice dream, a sweet thought, a loving caress?

“Oh, the burdens, the burdens,” Madam Annjill would chant at visitors or to her husband, referring to us. “The discarded burdens, someone else’s responsibilities, someone else’s mistakes.”

She would turn and look at us with pity dripping from her eyes, crocodile tears.

“That’s what you all are, children. You’ve been cast away like so much worthless riffraff,” she would moan with the back of her hand pressed to her forehead like some terrible soap opera actress. “I will try, but you have to help me. Clean up after yourselves. Never make a mess. Never break anything. Never disobey me. Never fight or steal, and never say anything nasty.”

What about the nasty things she would say to us? I wondered. Why did she want to run an orphanage in the first place? Was it only for the money, or did she enjoy lording it over helpless young girls and seeing the fear and the gratitude in their eyes?

At night she walked past our bunks and inspected, just hoping to spot some violation, no matter how small. Everyone but me would have her head turned away, her eyes closed, holding her breath and praying Madam Annjill did not find anything wrong and assign some punishment or shake her. Only I would lie there with my eyes wide open, waiting for her. I wasn’t afraid. Noble was standing beside me, waiting, too.

She would stop, even though I sensed she wanted to keep going and avoid me. After all, she had to hold on to her authority. She had to pause and snap at me.

“Why aren’t you trying to sleep?” she would demand.

I didn’t answer. I glanced at Noble, who shook his head at her and then smirked at me.

Dealing with my silence was far more troublesome and difficult for her than the whining others did, or the poor little attempts to escape blame. Silence had always been my ally, my sword, and my shield.

Madam Annjill would look at Noble, whom I knew she couldn’t see, and then she would simply nod at me.

“You know you were hatched from an egg of madness, don’t you? If you’re not careful, it will grow inside you, and you’ll end up like your mother and your sister.”

I didn’t say a word. I stared at her until she walked away, muttering to herself.

Only then did I turn to Noble and show my unhappiness.

“Can’t we go home?” I whispered.

“No, not yet,” he said. “You have to be patient, very patient, but I promise you, Celeste. Someday you will go home again.”

“Take me home now. Please. Take me home,” I begged. He brushed my hair and told me to be patient again, and then he walked into the darkness.

Actually, I had no idea where home was anymore, or even what it was. It was just a wonderful word, a word that rang with hope.

Home.

Surely Noble is right, I thought. I will return, and everyone who has loved me will be there waiting with open arms. Surely they’ve missed me as much as I’ve missed them.

After all, I could still hear their screams of pain and agony as the car and the social workers took me away that dreadful afternoon. Even now, nearly ten years later, the memories of how I was scooped up and taken away from the farm and the only life I had known were painful. I remembered those agonizing days in terms of colors, red being the most prominent. I was so full of anger then. Why had Noble gone after Celeste appeared? I’d wondered, wearing a scowl like a permanent mask. It was all Betsy’s fault, I’d decided. Somehow, it was because of her that he was driven away. I’d been happy she was dead, and I wanted to see her buried and gone from sight.

If I tried really hard to recall specific moments about that last day, I felt my insides tightening up, as if all my organs were being woven into knots around my heart.

It was far worse immediately after I had been taken. Then I would actually have a hard time breathing, what the doctors diagnosed as an emotional seizure. In fact, during the first few months after I was separated from the only people I had known and loved and loved me, I would often fall into a sleep so deep and long, it resembled catatonia.

Sleep was, after all, a way of turning my face away from ugly reality, but even sleep wasn’t a total escape. A stream of nightmares would flow through my head: Noble being pushed back into his grave, Betsy with a twisted smile, laughing at me after she died, Mama glassy-eyed and cold, her lips squirming like earthworms. I would eventually wake screaming, and no matter what anyone said or how lovingly they treated me, I never lost the sense of foreboding, a sense that something dreadful was following me, sometimes disguised as my own shadow. I still felt it now, even at seventeen. I had the habit of glancing into corners, looking back every once in a while when I walked. I knew it drew attention to me, but I couldn’t help it. Something was there. Something was always there. I didn’t care if people thought I was still a mental case.

There is no way to avoid revealing that I was brought to a children’s mental clinic almost immediately after being taken from the farm. I do vividly remember a beautiful woman with light brown hair and soft green eyes. She was tall and stately with an air of authority about her that made me feel confident, as confident as a baby in her mother’s arms.

She was, I would learn, a pediatric psychiatrist, although she never wanted me to call her Dr. anything, just Flora. There would be others. In the beginning Flora spent hours and hours with me trying to get me to speak, to tell her why I was so angry. She knew most of it by then, of course. She had learned how my mother had died in her sleep and had been left in her bed, how my sister had accidentally killed Panther’s mother, Betsy, on the staircase and then buried her in the herbal garden. Soon after, Noble’s grave was uncovered as well, and the whole story of our twisted turmoil spilled out into the community like untended milk boiling over the edges of a pot.

I would learn that people came from faraway places to look at the farm, to talk about all of us with local people. Newspaper articles turned into magazine articles, and someone even wrote a book about it. At the time there was even some talk about a movie being made. We were that infamous.

Ironically, the community that had once considered us pariahs had suddenly embraced us. Everyone was anxious to tell about an experience with us, and of course with every retelling the exaggerations grew, until the truth was as lost as youth and innocence.

Flora worked very hard with me, and eventually she got me to talk and tell her the things she wanted and needed to know. She was always reassuring me. The truth was, I wanted to talk to someone badly. Noble hadn’t come with me into that place. I was totally alone, so eventually telling Flora some of my secrets gave me relief. I could feel the weight slowly being lifted off my brow and the smiles beginning to return, first with a tiny movement at the corners of my mouth and then in my eyes. I so wanted to learn again, to read, to listen to music and stories. My appetite returned, and I didn’t have to be forced or convinced to eat. I came out of the darkness as if I had been released from prison.

It was then that she brought me together with children my age, and over time the past became less and less oppressive. I celebrated a birthday at the clinic. They made me a nice party, and Flora bought me a beautiful pink dress with lace trimming about the sleeves and hem. My emotional seizures became far and few between and eventually disappeared entirely.

In a way I was sorry I had gotten well. My healing, my return to a normal life, meant I was ready to be discharged. I had come to live for Flora’s visits and talks. Now the prospect that I would never see her again was a blow that almost drove me back to catatonia. I had gone from clinging to one skirt to clinging to another. Whom would I cling to now? Who would be there for me? The outside world was truly outer space to me. I would surely dangle or float aimlessly.

Flora knew my fears. “It’s time you got on with your life, Celeste,” she told me one morning in her office. “You have nothing to be afraid of anymore. You’re a very, very bright little girl, and I’m sure you’re going to be successful at whatever you want to do later.”

“Am I going back to the farm?” I asked her.

“No, not yet. Not for a long time,” she said.

She rose from her chair and looked out the window in silence for so long, I thought she was deciding whether or not to take me home with her. In my secret heart of hearts, where I dared treasure hopes and dreams, that was my most precious. If she had done so, how different my life would have been, I often now thought.

She turned and smiled at me, but I saw the disappointing answer in her eyes, in the film of sadness that had been drawn over them. This was the beginning of a good-bye that would last forever. Someday her face would drift back into my sea of memories, gradually sinking deeper and deeper until it would never again surface.

“First, you are going to a place where you will live with other little girls much like yourself,” she explained. “It’s a home managed by a nice couple, the Mastersons. You will finally go to a real school, too, and on a school bus.

“But you’re too precious a child to be left there long, I’m sure,” she continued, walking to me to brush strands of my hair off my forehead. “Some nice couple will quickly take you into their hearts and their home.”

I was holding my breath. I really wanted to scream or close my eyes and never open them.

“I’ll always inquire after you to be sure you’re doing all right, Celeste,” she said.

I looked up at her so sharply, she froze.

“No, you won’t,” I said.

“I will. I promise.” She smiled at me, but she smiled at some of the other children the same way, and some of them were gone and forgotten.

I looked away, and I remember the color gray, the color of steel suddenly raining down around me. Although I was too young then to put my feelings into proper words, I vowed never again to get too close to anyone, except my spirits, my precious, loving spirits.

The people who came to the clinic to take me to that first orphanage, a man and a woman with black hair streaked with gray, reminded me of those who had come to the farm that dreadful day. These people looked bored and annoyed that they had been given the task. Even before she introduced herself, the woman petulantly asked, “Did you go to the bathroom? We have a long drive ahead of us, and we don’t have time to look for places to stop.”

I nodded, and the man took my small suitcase. Flora wasn’t there. I thought she wasn’t even going to utter her good-bye and repeat her promises to me before I left, but when we reached the doorway of the clinic, I heard her shout, “Just a minute!” and then I heard the tap, tap, tap of her high-heeled shoes over the tiled floor. Dressed in her doctor’s robe, which she rarely wore when she was with me, she hurried down a corridor toward us, the robe snapping under her swinging arms. One of her assistants, a young woman with curly blond hair and large blue eyes that made her look habitually surprised, was practically running to keep up.

“Do you have everything?” she asked the social worker, who had quickly introduced herself as Mrs. Stormfield. “The prescriptions are very important.”

“Yes, yes. It’s all here,” the social worker said, showing her the briefcase she carried.

“Okay. Good luck to you, Celeste. I will inquire after you. I will,” she stressed.

I looked down.

She squatted to look into my eyes and gently lift my chin so I would have to look into her face.

“You have to be strong,” she said, almost in a whisper. “You have to get through it. You won’t be alone, I’m sure.”

That brought a smile to my face, but it wasn’t a smile that made her comfortable. I could see that. My smile was too cold. It made my face years older.

“I know,” I said. “I’ll never be alone.”

Suddenly she looked very worried. She looked as if she was considering keeping me.

Mrs. Stormfield cleared her throat and tapped her foot in impatience.

Flora looked up at her.

“We have a long ride,” Mrs. Stormfield said. “It’s best we get started immediately.”

Flora blinked, thought, and then shook her head.

“Yes, of course,” she said, standing up. She took a deep breath, glanced at her assistant, and in a quick decision that broke some rule she had imposed upon herself, knelt down again and kissed me on the cheek. Then she turned and started away, those heels clicking like a clock ticking toward some hour of reckoning, winding down into an explosion of dead silence. I put my fingers on my cheek, where she had kissed me. I so wished I could keep her lips there forever.

Mrs. Stormfield dropped her hand on my shoulder firmly to direct me out the door and to the automobile. Her fingers pressed so hard, I wanted to cry out, but I didn’t utter a sound. Instead, I got into the car and sat as far away from her as I could. She followed and closed the door. Then she sighed deeply, as if it had all been such a terrible ordeal for her, far more than it had been for me. The driver put my suitcase into the trunk, got in, started the engine, and drove us away. I didn’t even look back.

It was only then that I thought about my cousin Panther. How odd that I hadn’t thought of him until now, I remember thinking. Was it that I simply didn’t care about him, or had I truly forgotten he existed? Where had he been taken? Where would he end up? Was he at some clinic or at some orphanage, or already living with new people?

And then I thought about Noble. I hadn’t thought about him for so long, but now I couldn’t help it. In my memory he was there. He was still Noble. He hadn’t changed. I heard his laughter, his voice as he repeated the vowel sounds or explained a picture in a book. I closed my eyes and once again felt his arms holding me, carrying me up the stairs to bed, pulling back the blanket and tucking me in with a soft good-night. I remembered all the hours we spent together in the turret room, keeping as quiet as we could so the people below would not know I existed.

Most of all, I remembered working beside him in the garden for hours and hours after I was permitted to be out in the daytime, watching and learning how he cared for the herbal plants. He would recite their names for me, and talk about them as if they were his children. Every morning I was always so anxious and excited about getting out there to see how much they had grown, how healthy were their leaves, and how close they were to fulfilling the promise of their maturation and healing powers.

Back in the house Mother cooked and stirred, ground and mixed Noble’s children into remedies she poured or spooned into bottles and plastic bags for people who made their pilgrimages up and down the country road to our farm. Mother described the spirits of our family standing along the driveway, nodding and smiling their approval and pride as the customers, or clients, as Mother liked to call them, came onto the property, their faces full of hope and faith.

Where were our family spirits this very moment? I wondered. Now that I had been released from the clinic, were they waiting for me, anticipating my return? Suddenly that thought sparked a panic in me. Yes, they were waiting for me, and they would be disappointed if I didn’t return.

“I have to go home,” I remember saying.

Mrs. Stormfield turned slowly and lowered her glasses down the bridge of her bony nose to peer across the seat at me with her steely gray eyes.

“What’s that?”

“I have to go home right away,” I said. “They’re waiting for me.”

“Who’s waiting for you?”

“My family.”

“Oh.” She pushed her glasses back into position and turned to look forward.

“They are. They really are.”

“Yes, well, why don’t you just wait for them to call for you,” she said.

The driver laughed.

“Yes,” I said. “That’s a good idea.”

She looked at me again, this time surprise lifting her right eyebrow.

“Oh, you think so, do you?”

“Yes. I will wait. And they will call,” I added, and I sat back in the seat. I remember I smiled. I was so confident that I radiated with it.

“This one’s a corker,” Mrs. Stormfield declared.

“Ain’t they all,” the driver said. “Ain’t they all.”

I didn’t say another word to either of them. Long ago I had learned how to swim through the empty hours. I didn’t need to be entertained or amused. I could simply rewind a book I had read and then turn the pages in my mind once more. I was vaguely aware of Mrs. Stormfield’s eyes on mine as they moved back and forth. She slid a few more inches away from me, the way someone might move away from a person who might infect them with a disease.

I smiled.

She didn’t know it, but I was very happy she had moved away.

She was making room for Noble. Thinking so hard about him again had brought him back to me.

He sat between us, took my hand into his, and said, “Don’t worry. I’m with you again.”

“What are you smiling at?” Mrs. Stormfield asked me. “I’m speaking to you, young lady,” she said as firmly as she could when I didn’t respond.

I still didn’t answer, and there was nothing she could do about it.

I just turned away from her and stared ahead. Noble was holding my hand. Just knowing he was there beside me gave me the strength and the courage to face all the Mrs. Stormfields to come along with all the tomorrows, no matter how cloudy or dark or filled with static in the air they might be.








2

A So-Called Normal

Young Woman




Orphans don’t know what to think about tomorrow. It’s like we’re afloat at sea in the dark and the sky is always overcast, so we don’t know in what direction we’re heading or if we’re heading anywhere. We even wonder if we will ever have a Christmas or a birthday. Who really cares if we do? The state? The caregivers at the orphanage? Even though all these people might have good intentions, it is still not the same as being in a living room on Christmas Day or on birthdays, opening presents with people we love and who love us. We know about it, of course. We see it on television or in movies, and we read about it in books, and of course there are those who had families for a while, those like me.

In the deepest places of my memory, I hear a piano playing on Christmas Day. I smell the hot apple pie and I see snowflakes sticking to the windows, the light of our living room illuminating them so they twinkle as though their edges consist of tiny diamonds. No matter how cold it was, the world inside our home was warm. It would surely be the same for all of us, but to have all that, we had to have families.

Think about never celebrating a Mother’s Day or Father’s Day or anyone else’s birthday in your family. Think about the word family, and imagine it not being in your vocabulary. Think about feeling as if you are a whole other species. That’s how it was for us.

People always say, “Blood is thicker than water.” For us it was truly as if we had only water in our veins. No wonder I clung so hard to the memory of my spiritual family, despite the efforts of my therapists and counselors. Who else did I have? It’s a terrible thing to be dependent only on the kindness and charity of strangers. No matter how they help you and what they say when they do, you can’t stop yourself from feeling obligated. I hate having to feel grateful constantly. No one says thank you more than we do. The words are practically pasted to our tongues.

It is so important to have family, to have someone who is part of you and whom you are part of as well. What you do for each other comes from a deeper place, a place you’ll share forever. There is no obligation. There is only love. That was the way it still was for me and Noble. How could I ever give that up?

However, over time while I was at my first orphanage, attending a public school, making some friends, I began to see and hear Noble less and less. It wasn’t that I no longer needed him. I would always need him. He was too much a part of whom and what I was. It was more that things that interested other girls my age began to interest me. I wanted to watch more television, read magazines, go to movies, and Noble never did any of that or talked about it. Although I had no boyfriends as such, I flirted with boys and fantasized like my girlfriends did.

Eventually, I overheard Mr. Masterson tell Madam Annjill that she was worried about me for no good reason, after all.

I had discovered years ago that if I put my ear to the vent between their kitchen and our bathroom, I could hear their conversations clearly. Somehow, I anticipated when they would be talking about me. Maybe it was because they often were.

“See,” I heard Mr. Masterson say, “all little boys and girls have imaginary friends, Annjill, especially our little orphans. Celeste is no different, and now, as you say, she’s doing it less and less.”

“I still think there’s something very wrong with that child. How could she be brought up in a world of such madness and not have anything permanently wrong with her?” Madam Annjill insisted. “Why are we having such a terrible time finding any couple willing to take her into their home? On the surface, she is attractive enough, and she is certainly a very intelligent child. I’ll give her that. Look at her school grades.”

“Someone will come along,” Mr. Masterson insisted.

“No. No one will come along. She’s had too many chances, too many lost opportunities. We’ll have to go fish them in,” Madam Annjill said.

I always suspected that was just what she finally went ahead and did, and that was how I found myself being taken into a couple’s home for the first time. The Prescotts, the couple who came to see me soon after I overheard Madame Annjill and her husband talking about me, had already raised their family. They had grandchildren, in fact, but their rationale for seeking to become foster parents at this late stage was that their children and grandchildren all lived far away. They needed to fill their lives with something meaningful. I think that was more true of Mrs. Prescott than it was of Mr. Prescott.

As soon as she met me, Mrs. Prescott immediately asked me to call her Nana and her husband Papa, as if they could snap their fingers and poof, make me into their new granddaughter. She said I would have their daughter Michelle’s old room, with my own television set and school desk. They sounded very generous, but I knew that they would be getting money from the state to use to pay for my necessities and clothes.

Unlike the other couples who had met with me, they weren’t at all put off by my demeanor. Perhaps Madam Annjill had prepared and warned them about me ahead of time. Mrs. Prescott’s face looked molded out of plastic. The smile sat there and never so much as twitched. Nothing I asked or said seemed to bother them, even when I asked Mrs. Prescott why her daughter or her son and their children wouldn’t need the room I was to have when they visited. From the way she glanced at her husband, I did sense that they were not visited that often by their children and grandchildren, and that truly bothered both of them, perhaps Mrs. Prescott more.

Mr. Prescott was a tall, thin, balding gray-haired man with a pale complexion and watery dull brown eyes. Almost the entire time he was there, he tapped his long fingers on the arms of the chair as if he was keeping time to a marching band.

“And when they do come, we’ll always find a way to accommodate everyone, dear,” she told me. “Not to worry. Oh, how wonderful it will be to have a little person in our lives again! Why, I even had some clothes in the attic that would fit you, and I know I have lots of toys in the closet, lots of pretty little dolls, too,” she declared.

She clapped her hands together and rubbed her palms as if she was washing them. She was stout, with a small bosom and wide hips. I imagined that long ago she had lost her waist, and the person she had once been had faded away like some very old photograph.

“Won’t your grandchildren be upset about your taking me in and giving me so much of what belonged to them, especially dolls?” I asked.

Even at that young age, I could fix my eyes as a prosecutor fixed his on a witness in a courtroom. Madam Annjill always told me that was impolite, but I did it anyway. Most orphans wouldn’t dare ask such a question for fear of bringing up a reason for their prospective parents to reject them.

But it was an important question for me. The last thing I wanted was to be taken somewhere else to be resented. I was already nine years old, and I knew about envy. Jealousy lived beside each orphan and could instantly turn any of our eyes green as soon as someone else had received a gift or had a prospect of being adopted. Surely it would be even worse when it came to my taking a part of the Prescott’s grandchildren’s world.

“Oh, no, no. No, no,” she chanted.

During the whole interview, Mr. Prescott looked out the windows with an obvious longing to be out there instead of in here with me and all this adoption business. Later, I found out he lived for golf, and anything that interrupted his usual schedule was distasteful.

If Mrs. Prescott knew that, she ignored it or didn’t care. She was in no rush. She talked incessantly, describing their house, which she said was a modest two-story Queen Anne with a wraparound front porch. She told me they had a pretty sizable backyard, with lots of room to exercise my little legs.

“Papa will fix the swing set in the back, too, won’t you, Papa?” she asked him.

“What? Oh, absolutely,” he said. “All it needs is a good paint job and some grease.”

The fact that it had been left to degenerate told me how little time their grandchildren spent at their home.

“You can walk to the school, but we won’t ever let you go by yourself, will we, Papa?”

“Oh, no, never,” he said firmly.

They lived in a small village just outside of Kingston, New York. Mr. Prescott was a retired accountant. Mrs. Prescott had always been a housewife and had never been to college. They told me they had been high school sweethearts and had married as soon as Mr. Prescott had graduated from college and gotten his first job with a big accounting firm in Kingston.

“Eventually, Papa formed his own company. We’re not wealthy people, but we’ve always been very comfortable,” Mrs. Prescott explained. I think she wanted to share their personal history with me as quickly as possible so I would feel like part of their family as quickly as possible.

Afterward I heard Madame Annjill, who was practically salivating at the prospect of someone taking me off her hands, tell the Prescotts that I was the neatest ward in her orphanage, and I had the most promise for a good future.

“She’s a very independent little girl. You’ll be so pleased, and you’ll be doing a wonderful thing by giving her a real home and showing her what life is like with a normal family,” she added. “Besides, Arnold knows well how to handle the property held in trust for her when the time comes. Who better to guide this poor unfortunate child?”

I had no idea how much they knew about my background, but I had the sense that Madame Annjill had made it seem as if I had been too young to be harmed in any way by the events. I was simply a lost little girl unfairly left on her own. From the way they talked about me and themselves, I knew Madam Annjill had probably worked on them for some time. In the end they signed the papers and told me I would be coming to live with them. It all happened so fast, my head spun, but they hoped I would be happy and that it was something I wanted at least as much as they did.

When the other girls learned I was going to someone’s home to become part of a family, they all looked at me as if I had won the lottery. No one said anything unpleasant. Some of them even said they would miss me, but all of them had that distant look in their faces, telling me they felt even more left behind than ever. After all, I was the little girl no one wanted. Each of them was supposed to find a family first.

The following day the Prescotts came to get me and my meager belongings. As it had started to rain before they came, there wasn’t much time to linger in the orphanage’s doorway. Madame Annjill had my things packed and ready the night before. She came for me right after breakfast and made me wait in the entryway, as if she wanted to be sure they didn’t come, fail to see me, and leave again. I smiled to myself at how happy she was at finally getting me off her hands. She rattled on and on about how lucky I was to have such a nice loving couple take an interest in me.

“You should be thanking me, thanking me, thanking me,” she said.

I turned to her slowly and glared at her so hard, she had to raise her eyebrows. I was sure I saw a dark shadow hovering about her shoulders. It looked like it was edging over them very slowly.

“What?” she demanded.

I stepped farther away from her because I didn’t want the dark shadow to touch me. I could see the fear filling her face like blood in a glass.

“You better behave yourself,” she warned, waving her right hand at me. “You just better. I’m not taking you back.”

I smiled coolly at her.

“You won’t be able to take anyone back,” I said, and she looked like she had lost her breath.

When the Prescotts did arrive, Madam Annjill hurried me out with a simple, “Good luck with her.”

I felt her hand on my back, literally pushing me out the door, her palm rolling along my wing bone for what I knew would be the last time.

Because it had begun to rain, Mr. Prescott held the umbrella over my head and guided me to the car. I looked back once and thought I saw Tillie Mae staring out a window, rubbing the shoulder that Madame Annjill had dislocated. It was something she always did when she was frightened or sad. In the window she looked as if her face was made of candle wax, with her sad, hot tears melting it away. A few moments later we turned into the driveway and were off, me supposedly to a brand-new hopeful life.

It began to rain harder and quickly became one of those early spring downpours that had decided a moment before it fell not to turn to snow and sleet. The raindrops were heavy, pounding the roof of the Prescotts’ car so hard it sounded more like steel balls rolling back and forth above us. There was a clap of thunder, and a stitch of lightning made Mrs. Prescott squeal and jump in her seat.

I sat in the rear, my hands folded over my lap, and stared ahead. Because I was so silent, Mrs. Prescott was fidgety and nervous and couldn’t stop talking. She asked me one question after another, and when I didn’t answer one, she just went on to the next as if she had never asked the first.

“Give the child a chance,” her husband kept telling her. I had yet to say a full sentence. All of my answers were monosyllabic. I was still thinking about how fast I had gone from what had been my home for so long to this new home.

All the time I had lived at that first orphanage under Madame Annjill’s iron rule, I was never truly afraid. Her meanness made me stronger, her threats, more defiant. I was in a pond with the rest of the helpless fish, only I had my faith, my secrets, my brother, Noble, at my side when I really needed him. It all kept me well above the swirling waters of unhappiness and well out of danger.

Madame Annjill wasn’t all wrong about the things she had told the Prescotts about me, however. She did not exaggerate everything. I was truly more independent than most of the other girls at the orphanage, and I was not a problem at school. I did do well, and I was very neat and organized.

But as I was being ripped out of this orphanage world almost as quickly and dramatically as I had been torn from my family years ago, I felt myself sinking back into the cocoon that had been woven around me at birth. Once again, silence became a warm, protective blanket to wrap around myself. That was why I didn’t want to talk very much.

What frightened me the most was the idea that I was not going home. I was being detoured, perhaps forever, and I would lose the only family I had ever known. Success here and in this world would push my past back further and further, until it would be as buried as my ancestors in the little old graveyard where Noble’s body had rested.

Can families replace families? I wondered. Can Nana Prescott and Papa Prescott really become my grandparents? Would I inherit all of their ancestors, their stories, their likes and dislikes? Was it like a blood transfusion after all? Is it finally true that someday for me blood would once again be thicker than water?

And how would my spiritual family feel about all this? Wouldn’t they feel betrayed? Wasn’t I betraying them simply by being here and pretending I wanted to become part of the Prescott family?

“Please, dear,” Mrs. Prescott said again and again, “call me Nana and call Mr. Prescott Papa.”

It was almost like asking me to speak profanity. What about my real Nana and Papa? Would they sulk in the shadows, be forced to disappear? And then how would all my other real relatives feel? Surely they would think me ungrateful, deserting them, and they would take away my visions and my strength. I would never be able to go home again, inheritance or no inheritance. What was I to do?

“We’re home!” Nana Prescott cried the moment we turned into the driveway, as if she had feared we’d never arrive.

Their home was much as she had described. It was a modest but very pretty house with Wedgwood blue shutters and a walkway bordered by waist-high bushes, a flower bed in front, and a small fountain with a pair of birds at the center. The water ran down their beaks as though they had just dipped them into the pond for a drink.

The two-car garage door went up, revealing a very organized and well-kept garage with cabinets and shelves. Even the garage floor looked like it was scrubbed clean daily. Their second car was an SUV, and I could see the golf clubs in the rear, the heads of which were looking out the window, impatiently waiting for Papa Prescott to make use of them. He carried my things into the house, and then Nana Prescott showed me about.

Everything looked untouched. It was like a model home, with magazines neatly in the racks, furniture polished and looking unused, not a thing out of place. They had a big-screen television set in their family room, as they called it. Somehow, I expected to see a piano. In my mind’s eye, there was always a piano in a home. It couldn’t be a home without one. I could often hear Mama playing it, the melodies trailing through my memory, weaving in and out of visions like so much musical thread.

Something’s not right here, I thought. It wasn’t just the neatness, either. What was it? I wondered, and then I realized, that this house was too quiet. There were no voices whispering, no footsteps to be heard, no doors opening and closing. Even the dust didn’t move when it was caught in a ray of light. Stillness lay like cellophane over the doors, the walls, the windows and floors. Because of that, the Prescotts spoke very softly, and when they walked, they seemed to be tiptoeing over the carpets and flooring, as if there was someone sleeping upstairs who must not be woken.

“We’ll get you settled in,” Nana Prescott said. “Papa will be off to play golf with his buddies, but you and I can get to know each other better. You can help me in the kitchen. Do you like roast pork? I thought we’d have that as a special occasion dinner.”

“I don’t know,” I said. I really didn’t. I couldn’t remember ever having it.

“Well, if you don’t, I’ll just make you something else right away,” Nana Prescott promised.

They took me up to see my room, hoping it would be to my liking. My liking? How could I, an orphan for so many years, not be happy to have my own room?

Nana Prescott had gone out and bought brand-new bedding for the queen-size bed and had Papa Prescott hang new white and pink curtains. They had a maid twice a week, and it was obvious she had spent a lot of time getting everything looking brand-new. Spotless windows gleamed. The mauve carpet was vacuumed so that it looked recently laid, and all the furniture had been polished until I could see my face reflected in the wood. It was a pretty room, much prettier than anywhere I had slept since I had left the farm, of course.

“We want you to be as comfortable as a baby bluebird in her nest,” Nana Prescott told me.

I mouthed my thank-you’s, but I was still too nervous and afraid to really smile. The two of them watched me look over the room, both standing in the doorway, smiling like proud new grandparents should smile. The happier and more excited about me they were, the more nervous I grew, and the tighter and tighter I drew that cocoon around me. I’m sure that, among other things, was what eventually discouraged them.

As soon as I had put away my things, I went with Nana Prescott to the kitchen.

Once again she was the nervous one, babbling about her childhood, her school days, her parents and grandparents, moving from one topic to another like a bored television viewer flipping channels. It was as though she was told she had to get everything about her past out and in my head before I went to sleep. I was polite and spoke a little more about myself, mainly because I was curious about her and Papa Prescott and their children and grandchildren. I looked at all the pictures and heard her descriptions of everyone.

“They’re all going to love you,” she predicted. “You’ll see.”

Was that possible? Could anyone just look at me and love me, or was that just another one of the lies that trailed adults like so many ribbons caught in the wind?

I helped her set the table, and then I went up to my room and looked at the books on the shelf, children’s book and young adult books their daughter Michelle had read and kept. Some of them I had read, too, but others attracted my interest. Strangely, I felt guilty every time I saw something I liked or took pleasure in anything that would be mine.

At dinner, Nana Prescott bragged to Papa Prescott how much I had helped her. I had done very little, but I could see she thought exaggerating would make me feel good. I did enjoy the dinner she made. It was tastier than the food at the orphanage, and there was her homemade blueberry pie and ice cream for dessert. Papa Prescott talked about his golf game, even though it was pretty clear Nana Prescott had no interest and thought he should be talking about something that would interest me. It was as if he didn’t see her, or me, for that matter. At times it was more like he was talking to himself aloud.

Is this what happens to people when they grow old together? I wondered. Do they begin to separate in little ways until they wake up one morning and discover they are all alone again? They didn’t have what I had, I thought. They didn’t have the something wonderful that held us all together, all of us tied together by whispers and shadows. Yes, that was what I missed the most now. Just thinking about it made me sad.

“Are you all right, dear?” Nana Prescott asked me. She saw the expression on my face, I guess.

I nodded.

“She’s just tired,” Papa Prescott said, smiling at me. “It’s been a big day for her.”

Why didn’t he say you? It’s been a big day for you? I wondered. He made me feel like we were all talking about someone else, or like I was in a glass case and they were observing me.

Finally, I went up to bed.

The first night I went to sleep in my new room, I continued to have a battle with myself. One part of me wished I was back in the orphanage, even under the control and terror of Madame Annjill. Once again, I was reminded about betraying my real family. Another part of me didn’t want to feel that way. It wasn’t a rich and ornate bedroom, but after spending the last six years in a room with three other girls, each of us confined to a small space for our possessions and schoolbooks, I was excited.

This was the first night I had slept anywhere but the orphanage for nearly four years. I couldn’t keep my eyes closed, even though I was so tired. Every sound in the house made my lids snap open. I would wait and listen for the next tinkle, the next creak. Was that the sound of the front door opening? A window? Were those footsteps on the stairway? Was that my bedroom door being opened?

At one point it was opened. Nana Prescott had come to my room to look in on me and see if I was all right. I quickly closed my eyes and pretended to be asleep. She stood there for a few more moments and then quietly closed the door.

Immediately afterward, I heard Noble say, “Hey.”

I turned and saw him standing there. He didn’t look happy, even though I was overjoyed to see him.

“I was afraid you wouldn’t know where I had gone,” I said. “I haven’t seen you for so long.”

“That’s not my fault. You stopped looking for me. You even stopped thinking about me.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“It doesn’t matter. I’ll always know where you are,” he told me. “And I’ll always see you.”

I watched him walk around the room, looking at everything.

“It’s a nice room, isn’t it?” I asked him.

“No,” he said. “You have a nicer room waiting for you at home. This room smells like a laundry. Whoever cleans it uses too much soap and polish. It reminds me of a hospital room. And what are you looking out at here?” he continued after he went to the window. “Another house and a busy street. I’ve already checked their backyard. They don’t have a garden; they’ve never had a garden, and that swing set is pathetic.”

“Papa Prescott’s going to fix it and make it look brand-new again,” I said.

“Papa Prescott?” he said, grimacing with distaste.

“That’s what they want me to call him.”

“Please,” Noble said.

He turned around and put his hands on his hips.

“They want me to be happy,” I told him.

He shook his head.

“You won’t be happy here, Celeste,” he declared. “Don’t ever think or imagine you will.”

Then he turned and walked into the darkness of a corner and was gone.

“Noble,” I called. “Noble!”

I must have been shouting because Nana Prescott came to my door quickly. She was in her nightgown, her blue-gray hair down to her shoulders. Silhouetted in the hall light, she looked like some deformed creature. Then I did scream.

Papa Prescott came quickly behind her, tying his robe as he approached.

“What is it?”

“I don’t know. What’s wrong, Celeste, dear?”

She flipped on the light. I was sitting up, staring at the corner in which Noble had disappeared. Tears were streaming down my cheeks.

“Was it a nightmare, dear?” Nana Prescott asked.

She approached me tentatively, hoping for some sign from me that I welcomed her comfort, but all I could do was stare at the corner and hope Noble would come back.

“What was it?” Nana asked now, stopping a foot from the bed. “Celeste?”

I didn’t respond.

She turned to Papa Prescott and shrugged.

“What should I do?”

“Celeste,” he said more firmly. “What seems to be bothering you? Did something frighten you?”

Finally I turned to them and wiped my cheeks, flipping the tears to the side.

“Noble was here, and I’m afraid he won’t come back,” I said.

“Who?” Nana Prescott asked. “Did you say someone was here? Celeste?”

I didn’t answer. I dropped myself back, my head on the pillow, and stared up at the ceiling.

“She must be having a dream. I think she’s still in it,” Papa Prescott said.

“Yes, that’s it. Poor child. The hard times she’s gone through as an orphan are unimaginable,” Nana Prescott said, and finally came to my bed and fixed my blanket around me. “There, there, dear. Papa and I are right nearby if you need us. Would you like me to leave the door open?” she asked.

I looked at her.

“Yes,” I said. “Leave it open. Maybe he’ll return.”

“Maybe who will return?”
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