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			Epigraph

			What each man does will shape his trial and fortune.

			For Jupiter is king to all alike; the fates will find their way.

			—Virgil, The Aeneid
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			1

			Some things were certain; they were undeniable, inarguable. Nora Lindell was gone, for one thing. There was no doubt about that. For another, it was Halloween when she went missing, which only served to compound the eeriness, the mysteriousness of her disappearance. Of course, it wasn’t until the first day of November that most of us found out she was gone, because it wasn’t until the day after Halloween that her father realized she hadn’t come home the night before and so started calling our parents.

			From what we could tell, and from how the phone tree was ordered that year, Jack Boyd’s parents got the first phone call. Mrs. Boyd, as prescribed by the tree, called Mrs. Epstein, who called Mrs. Zblowski, who called Mrs. Jeffreys. By the time the tree had been completed, many mothers had already gotten word of Nora’s disappearance either from us—running from house to house—or from Mr. Lindell himself, who’d broken phone-tree etiquette and continued making calls even after getting off the phone with Mrs. Boyd. It was a breach in etiquette that our mothers forgave, obviously, but one that they agreed tacitly, behind the back of Mr. Lindell, added unnecessarily to the general confusion of the day.

			The phone tree produced no new information. But it did, accidentally, serve to remind our mothers that the time change had come late that year and that all the clocks should be set back an hour. How we’d forgotten, none of us knew. But somewhere in the branches and twigs of the phone tree, a mother remembered that in addition to having lost Nora, we’d gained an hour. All our mothers could do was promise Mr. Lindell to ask us about his daughter when we returned home that night, an hour later than they expected.

			With our curfew the same but with the day that much longer, while our mothers waited at home for our return, while the leaves changed and fell seemingly in a single afternoon, turned from green to orange to pewter to nothing, we stayed outdoors and away from our parents. We stayed away from the girls as best we could—all but Sarah Jeffreys who, for various reasons, was nearly impossible to want to stay away from—as though allegiance to our own sex would somehow solve the mystery, once we’d learned of it, all the faster. We interrogated each other for information, eager to be the one to discover the truth. As it turned out, we’d all seen Nora the day before, but seen her in different places doing different things—we’d seen her at the swing sets, at the riverbank, in the shopping mall. We’d seen her making phone calls in the telephone booth outside the liquor store, inside the train station, behind the dollar store. We’d seen her in her field hockey sweats, in her jean jacket, in her uniform. We saw her smoking a cigarette, sucking a lollipop, eating a hot dog. Surely she’d gone to the midnight thriller trilogy with us all (we called it the midnight show, though it was over by ten, just in time for curfew), and yet when we questioned each other—asked who had gotten to sit next to her, to share popcorn with her, to scare her when she was least expecting it—none of us could take credit.

			Trey Stephens, the only public schooler among us, was the last to find out since his parents weren’t on the tree. He lived in the neighborhood and we’d known him forever. His was the largest basement, with neon beer signs and stolen street signs, a giant fish tank and two dartboards, a full-size pool table and a drum kit. And it was there that we congregated the evening after Halloween as the sun began to fall, determined to wait out the extended curfew, to tell him and each other the story of Nora Lindell gone missing.

			Trey, feeling excluded and irritated at being the last to find out, confessed to having had sex with Nora the month before. He wondered aloud about whether this might have had something to do with her disappearance. We doubted it strongly, as well as the fact that he’d had sex with her at all, and we said so, but he told us about her uniform and the way she lifted her skirt but didn’t take it off. He told us about her knee socks and how one stayed up while the other got pushed down. He told us about the skin on her legs, which was white and pink and stubbly. There were crumbs on her knees, he said. Crumbs from the carpet in his basement.

			One at time, when we each felt we weren’t being looked at, we ran our hands across the carpet, feeling for the crumbs—perhaps the very same crumbs—that might once have snuggled between the tiny blond hairs on Nora Lindell’s kneecaps. It was exactly how we’d have imagined having sex, if we’d ever dared to imagine it, and so we let ourselves believe Trey Stephens, his reality so closely overlapping our own fantasies.

			He went on to tell us, now having our trust and attention, that the summer before she’d actually shaved her legs in front of him. Though this seemed even more unlikely than the sex—doubtful they’d be in a basement by themselves, let alone a bathroom—we closed our eyes at the beauty of the notion, at the very possibility of the idea. We closed our eyes and saw what Trey Stephens had seen. Some of us imagined her sitting in the bathtub. Others saw her standing, first her left leg propped up on the shower ledge and then her right. We begged Trey for more details, though deep down we knew that too many specifics would shatter the images we’d formed so delicately in our minds.

			Drew Price—who insisted almost daily and somewhat frantically that he would one day be as tall as his father, which suggested he didn’t know or didn’t believe what the rest of us knew and believed, that Mr. Price wasn’t his real father—said he’d seen Nora at the bus station on the day of Halloween. Winston Rutherford also said this, but he said she got into the passenger side of a beat-up Catalina just before the bus pulled out. The meeting place was a distraction, he said, meant to throw off possible witnesses like Drew Price. “Don’t feel bad,” Winston told Drew. “That’s what anybody would have thought. It’s just I kept looking. I saw what really happened.” The driver of the Catalina was a man, but beyond that Winston’s description of both man and car changed constantly. Sometimes the Catalina had a broken taillight. Sometimes the rear window had a bullet hole. Sometimes the driver had a ponytail. Sometimes he had a mustache like a sailor. Always he smoked a cigarette.

			As our curfew drew nearer, the stories became more lurid, more adult, more sinister, and somehow more believable. Sarah Jeffreys—who’d abandoned the girls that night in favor of our company, perhaps for the protection of boys and would-be men, though perhaps merely to avoid the clingy sadness of the girls, their willowy voices, their insistence that It could have been me!—said she drove Nora Lindell to the abortion clinic in Forest Hollow the day before Halloween, which seemed to lend credence to Trey Stephens’ claim that he’d had sex with her the month before. Sarah had been sworn to secrecy, which is why she said she would never tell Nora’s father. She—Nora—had taken the pregnancy test at school, while Sarah waited one stall over. Sarah said someone had left the window open in the girls’ bathroom in the gymnasium and that Nora had complained that it was too cold to pee. Details like this we found convincing. A detail we didn’t find convincing was that we’d never seen Sarah and Nora together before. We pointed this out. “Anyway,” said Sarah. “Three hours after I dropped Nora off, I picked her up. She was standing right where I’d left her. We drove back to town together.”

			At ten p.m., half-spooked and more tired than we were willing to admit, relieved possibly that the curfew was finally upon us, we left Trey Stephens’ house through the sliding glass doors in the basement. We left the public schooler alone, in his sad blue-carpeted basement with a pool cue in his hand, and we ran to our own homes maybe two doors, five doors, six blocks away. Shivering, we ran through the night, through the leaves and the cold, shouting our good nights to each other, not bothering to stop until we were safely through our front doors.

			Strangely, in the months to come, it was Nora’s younger sister, Sissy, who garnered much of our attention. We thought about Nora, of course. We wondered where she was, what she was doing. We told stories. But, the more time that passed and the more we began to understand she was really gone, the more we kept those fantasies to ourselves, saved them for the times we spent alone after school, in our bedrooms, or in the kitchen in the dark before anybody else was awake, when our stomachs ached from an emptiness both primitive and prehistoric.

			With each other, we talked about Sissy Lindell, wondered what life must be like for her in that three-story Tudor at the foot of the cul-de-sac. Sissy, after all, was still among us. Still living, still real. Our fantasies about her were therefore safer, easier. Paul Epstein was the first one to notice how quickly she’d changed; how she’d gone, in one summer, from a middle schooler, a classic little sister, a complete annoyance, to a full-blown nymph, a dewy-mouthed ninth-grader whose mere promenade down a hallway drove varsity captains wild with boyish lust.

			We felt bad for her father, especially the summer after Nora went missing, when we all noticed the change in Sissy. We felt bad when the two of them would walk down the sidewalks, still holding hands, which we all thought was a little weird. We felt bad because we couldn’t help watching her walk, the way her uniform skirt moved up and down, back and forth against her thighs. We knew from the uneven hem that she was one of those girls who rolled the waists of their skirts to shorten the length, which meant of course that she wanted us to look. We felt bad that Mr. Lindell had to have a daughter and that we had to exist to see her. We felt bad for aching to hold her hand, brush against her arm, for having thought not only about that other daughter then but also this daughter now, and about how she might shave her legs—sitting down or standing up or maybe not at all. How had she even learned without Nora or her long-dead mother there to show her? But we felt bad mostly that Mr. Lindell didn’t still have two daughters for us to look at the way we looked at Sissy.

			There’d gone around town the suggestion that Halloween be skipped the following year—out of respect for the Lindells, of course, but also as a precaution for the other girls in our town. What if Nora really had been taken by a predator? What if the predator aimed to strike again? It was our parents who came up with the idea to do away with Halloween, but Paul Epstein—obsessed now with Sissy, convinced in fact of his love for her, his ability alone to see her sadness, her loneliness—persuaded Mrs. Epstein, who persuaded our mothers, even Sarah Jeffreys’ mother, who, it turns out, was the origin of the suggestion that the holiday be cancelled, that Sissy would feel too much guilt if we didn’t celebrate Halloween. She’d feel responsible, and how awful and unfair to add that to the poor girl’s worries.

			Mrs. Jeffreys acquiesced on the condition that she be in control of Halloween, that its celebration take place only in her basement and not on the streets. Our parents all agreed, relieved, and even little Sissy Lindell—red-haired, pink-lipped, mole-covered Sissy—attended. No doubt Paul Epstein regretted his determination to observe Halloween, because his heart was broken the night of the party when the rumor finally made its slow way to his position at the foosball table that Chuck Goodhue had walked into the mudroom off the Jeffreys’ garage and seen Sissy Lindell with her face in the pants of Kevin Thorpe, a senior and starting center on the basketball team.

			Mrs. Jeffreys, who wouldn’t let Sarah use tampons because it was too much like having sex, walked into the mudroom not too long after Chuck Goodhue. And there, in one high-pitched breath, she purportedly ordered Kevin Thorpe to zip his fly and be ashamed of himself. Sissy she escorted home, holding her hand the entire way. She led her through the center of the party—Sissy blushing and with her head down but also undeniably smiling—all the way to the three-story Tudor, where she knocked on the door and handed Sissy over to Mr. Lindell. Whether or not she ratted out Sissy, none of us knew, but a handful of us did overhear Mrs. Jeffreys a few weeks later when she told Mrs. Epstein that she’d walked in on Kevin Thorpe saying, repeatedly, “Sit on it. Just sit on it.”

			“Can you imagine?” Mrs. Jeffreys said to Mrs. Epstein. “Can you even imagine?”

			We’d known since ninth grade that Sarah Jeffreys had been raped by Franco Bowles, Tommy Bowles’ older brother, when he was home from college one summer. But it wasn’t until years later—fully, if somewhat fitfully, situated in adulthood—that we were able to use this information to explain Mrs. Jeffreys’ behavior. Too late we realized that what we’d always assumed was a nagging overprotectiveness was in fact a compulsive, if not remorseful, form of devotion to us all. We never forgave Franco for what he did. We never addressed it, but we never forgave him, either. And we all felt bad for not feeling bad sooner for Sarah. No one heard from Sarah after high school. She went missing too, in a way, but a different kind of missing.

			Trey developed something of a fetish for girls in uniform. It wasn’t his fault. We saw them every day. We got sick of the uniforms, hated the matching plaid skirts and the knee-high socks. We grew out of thinking they were sexy. But he was a public schooler; he never got the chance. A couple decades later, he went to jail after taking Paul Epstein’s daughter home and doing things with her that girls shouldn’t do until they’re much, much older, if ever. Paul’s daughter said she knew what she was doing. She said she wanted to do those things with Trey. But what does a thirteen-year-old know of what she wants? In the court testimony, she referred to Trey as Mr. Stephens. Never had we felt so old. She called Mr. Stephens a man; our sons she referred to as boys. We blushed at the wording. How simple, how true.

			For two years, Mrs. Jeffreys controlled Halloween. If Sissy was invited to Sarah’s basement party that second year, none of us knew about it and she certainly didn’t attend. Plans had been made by Mr. Lindell to send his youngest away for her last two years of high school. She needed a fresh start, he said, needed not always to be thought of as Nora Lindell’s little sister. Probably this was true. But mostly we blamed Paul Epstein, who’d taken to calling Sissy a slut in the hallways at school. She’d walk by, alone or with a girlfriend, and he’d cough the word into his hand from where he leaned against his locker. None of us joined him, and Sissy never acknowledged him. But always her face turned a horrible blotchy red, which was proof enough that she heard him every time.

			Paul argued that you couldn’t force someone into becoming something they weren’t already, but mostly we agreed that Paul had pushed her into it. That, believing she already had the reputation, Sissy Lindell thrust herself into fulfilling what only Paul Epstein had alleged. At one point it was rumored that she’d even had sex with Trey Stephens. When we took it to him, however, he denied it. “I might go to public school,” he said, “but I wouldn’t do that to Nora.” We couldn’t help but respect his loyalty; couldn’t help but believe that he alone would have the dignity and self-restraint that the rest of us lacked. Of course, this was before Paul Epstein had a daughter, before any of us could even conceive of having daughters of our own.

			By the time Sissy left for boarding school, bound for one of those inscrutable states in New England, we’d stopped speculating publicly about the whereabouts of Nora Lindell. It was impolite, for one thing. For another, it was just plain weird to indulge the interest; unhealthy to continue the conjectures. It appeared that our mothers, as we prepared to leave them, were finally rubbing off on us. We’d grown out of Halloween. Our complexions had evened out; our skin maintained a perfect equilibrium. We learned discretion from girls, about girls. We packed our trunks and suitcases, prepared for our natural and necessary moves away from home. Outwardly, we breathed sighs of relief at the somber comfort of growing up. Inwardly, we held our breath and tried to stand as still as possible, afraid we might be the only ones who didn’t yet feel the promised calm of adulthood.

			But it would be a lie to pretend that every one of us—alone finally, that last night of childhood, that last night before leaving for college—didn’t close our eyes, perhaps in unison even, and imagine Nora Lindell. We closed our eyes, and we imagined both Nora and ourselves, ten years, twenty years from now. We imagined houses and cars and maybe even children. We imagined her there with us, more beautiful than our wives, more aloof, more tender, more kind. We imagined her future and our own. We closed our eyes and fell asleep to Nora Lindell, alive and happy. In the morning we advanced to adulthood, relieved at last of childhood fantasies.
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