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PROLOGUE

November 7, 2002
9:30 p.m.




WHEN THE POTATO GIRL WAS MURDERED the killer cut out her heart. He buried it, but the next day, she rose again—from that exact same spot.” Ryan poked the campfire with a stick for emphasis, sending a shower of sparks up into the night.

Opal inched closer to Ryan. He was fifteen, kind of cute in that farm-boy way. Tori said Ryan had a huge crush on Opal. Tori was the one who’d set the whole thing up, said it would be fun to go into the woods and make out with the older boys. Opal was twelve and had never kissed a boy before but it wasn’t like she was going to admit that to anyone, even her best friend.

“What, like a zombie?” Tori asked. Opal was quiet—she hated the Potato Girl stories.

“Yeah, back from the dead like a zombie. It’s like a potato: you cut it up into pieces, bury any one of those pieces—even a little bit of peel if it has eyes—and another plant grows.” Ryan snapped a stick as if he were breaking a bone and tossed it into the fire.

Opal shivered. She thought of the visit she’d had just that afternoon. But no, she mustn’t think of these things. And she knew better than to tell the others. They’d think she was lying or crazy or maybe a little of both.

“And she roams these woods now,” added Sam. “You know how you can tell when she’s coming? By the smell. That rotten potato reek. You can smell her a hundred feet off.”

“Oh, puh-leeaase!” Tori rolled her eyes. Sam was her sort-of boyfriend.

“Let me get this straight—you don’t believe the Potato Girl is real?” Ryan was incredulous.

“I believe she existed once. I know she did. My mom went to school with her. She was just some poor kid who was murdered. All this ghost shit? It’s…whaddaya call it. An urban legend.”

“Jesus, Tori, are you forgetting that Dan and Chris saw her right here just last week?” Opal said. “And what about Becky Sheridan’s little sister, Janey? She says the Potato Girl met her down in the Griswolds’ old field and locked her in the root cellar.”

And what about me? Opal thought.

“God, would you guys grow up? Dan and Chris were wasted, as usual. Janey was just screwing around and got stuck.” Tori spread her hands in a tah-dah gesture.

“Right,” said Opal. “The door was latched from the outside, brainiac. How do you figure she pulled that one off?”

“All I’m saying is, shit can be explained.”

“And all I’m saying is, there’s some shit that can’t,” Opal said.

Opal knew Tori was still mad at her about the jacket. Earlier that afternoon, before meeting the boys, Tori had found out about Opal’s borrowing her cross-country jacket—without asking. That was bad enough, but Opal happened to wear it while fixing the chain on her bike, and Tori was furious about the grease stain on the left sleeve. Opal had to promise to have it dry-cleaned, paying for it with her own money. And in the meantime, Tori could borrow her jacket. Only it wasn’t exactly her jacket. It was her mother’s oldest and most favorite jacket, which Opal had borrowed on many occasions without asking and now was forbidden to so much as touch. It was fawn-colored suede with fringe on the sleeves and front. A cowgirl, rock-star jacket that Opal had to admit looked better on Tori, who was a little older and actually had a figure. The two girls had the same haircut (both done by Shirley at Hair Today on the edge of town) and both were blond, but the resemblances stopped there. Opal knew Tori was the pretty one, the one the boys looked at; the truth was, most days she couldn’t care less. She had bigger things to worry about than boys.

Opal knew her borrowing annoyed people, and that one day she might get in real trouble for it, but she couldn’t seem to make herself stop. Half the time, she wasn’t even aware she was doing it. Like the night she took Tori’s cross-country jacket, she was most of the way home before she even realized she was wearing it. Some people smoked. Some chewed their nails. Opal borrowed. It wasn’t stealing exactly. She took things only from people she knew, people she liked and felt close to. And she did her best to return the things unharmed before anyone even noticed they were missing. It gave her a thrill. A sense that she was so much more than her twelve-year-old self when she carried pieces of other people around with her. They were like good luck charms—talismans—imbued somehow with little bits of other people’s souls.



IT WAS A COLD NIGHT. The four kids sat close to the fire, while the boys swapped more Potato Girl stories. Tori mostly kept silent, smoking the Camel Lights she’d pilfered from her dad, occasionally fluffing her hair, snorting and shaking her head at the most outlandish tales. There were plenty of stories to go around without her input. Every kid in New Canaan had grown up hearing about how the Potato Girl walked the woods where she was killed, searching for her murderer, taking her vengeance on anyone who crossed her path.

“I bet the reason she hasn’t left is that the killer’s still here. She knows who it is and won’t rest until he’s dead,” Ryan said.

“But it’s not just him she’s pissed at—it’s the whole fucking town. She’s cursed the whole town,” Sam said.

“Curse or no curse, I have to pee. I’ll be right back.” Tori rose, pulling the suede jacket tight around her.

“Take the flashlight,” said Sam.

“Moon’s out. I’ll find my way,” replied Tori as she headed off, out of the circle of firelight.

“Be careful! I smell rotten potatoes!” shouted Sam after her.

“Asshole!” she called back.

They listened to her footsteps, crunching over dead leaves and twigs, moving farther away, then disappearing altogether. They heard her curse quietly once—probably got her foot tangled in the undergrowth. The fire crackled. They told more stories.

After five minutes, Opal said Sam should go look for her. The guys brushed it off, said girls took forever pissing, had a good laugh about just what it was girls did that could take so long.

When ten minutes had gone by, they called to her, but there was no response. The guys said Tori must be fucking with them. Trying to give them a good scare.

“Fine,” Opal said finally. “You two macho men stay here. I’m gonna go find her.” She snatched the flashlight from Ryan and marched out into the darkness.



RYAN AND SAM STAYED by the fire laughing at how hysterical girls could be. Wasn’t that what they were doing there to begin with? Hadn’t they come to the haunted woods, as countless other boys had done, hoping the girls would get a little scared, need a little comforting? Wasn’t all the ghost-watching shit just an excuse to get out in the woods and fool around? Weren’t the woods behind the Griswolds’ old place littered with bottles and condoms, specters of couples who had come before, with not one sign of some tormented little girl ghost?

Opal’s scream interrupted them. They ran away from the warm glow of the fire, toward the shrill cry in the dark and tangled woods. They saw the flashlight bobbing in the trees and heard Opal sob as they drew near.

Ryan got there a second ahead of Sam—he stopped short, backed up a step.

“What the fuck?” he breathed.

Under a big gnarled maple lay Tori, naked, a cord wrapped around her neck and a square of skin neatly removed from her left breast. Her clothes had been carefully placed in a folded pile beside her. Opal stood over her, one hand clapped to the side of her face, making a horrible mewing sound. The beam from the flashlight danced over Tori’s pale skin.

“It’s a joke,” Sam cried, laughing a harsh, crazy-sounding laugh. “Fucking sick joke. C’mon.” He nudged Tori’s body with his foot, pushing her face into the beam of the flashlight. Her tongue protruded slightly from blue lips. Her eyes were bulging in their sockets, wide and glassy like a doll’s. Sam, too, began to scream.

It was Ryan who broke the spell, took the flashlight from Opal, said they had to go get help. The boys took off running, and didn’t notice when Opal, who had been right behind them, turned back.

She made her way to the clearing, choking back sobs, willing herself not to look at her dead friend, and went straight to the pile of clothes. The suede jacket was at the bottom, folded neatly. She removed the other clothes, noticed the white lace panties on top, folded and glowing like a large moth in the moonlight.

Then she slipped on the jacket—it still held Tori’s heat and this made bile rise in her throat. She glanced one more time at the body. The other girl looked like a plastic mannequin, splayed out on the forest floor. It wasn’t possible that this was the same girl who had just bitched her out hours ago for wrecking the cross-country jacket. The girl who refused to believe in ghosts.

Opal felt as if she were being watched, not by the blank staring eyes of her dead friend, but by someone else—something else. Slowly, reluctantly, she turned.

And then she caught a glimpse of it: a small pale figure in a long dress behind a tree not twenty feet away. Opal watched as it backed away from her, zigzagging through the maples, floating off into the dark heart of the woods before disappearing altogether.

Opal ran as fast as she could until she caught up with the boys, heart hammering, biting her tongue to keep from screaming. She prayed they wouldn’t notice she had on the jacket Tori had been wearing all evening. They didn’t. And she sure wasn’t about to tell them what she’d seen when she’d gone back to get it.

Only hours later, back at home, once the questioning was over and the coroner had come to take Tori’s body away, did Opal realize what a mistake it had been. She hadn’t wanted to explain why her dead best friend had been wearing her mother’s jacket, the jacket Opal had been forbidden to touch. But really, who would’ve given a shit? And what was wrong with her that she was even thinking about a stupid jacket? Now she’d tampered with a crime scene, which, she was pretty sure, made her a criminal. The best thing to do was hang the jacket back in the closet and never mention it to anyone. And that’s just what she was doing when she noticed what was missing.

The star. The tarnished metal sheriff’s star she’d pinned on it just that afternoon was gone.

“Shit!” she said, fingering the two small pinpricks in the suede where she’d pushed the pin through.

It must have fallen off in the woods somewhere. The only thing to do was go back and find it. She had to return it before it was discovered missing.

And for the millionth time, she told herself, “This is it. No more borrowing,” and she believed she really meant it.


November 17, 2002
 10:20 p.m.



MY NAME IS KATE CYPHER and I am forty-one years old.

I killed someone tonight.

I have always believed myself to be a person incapable of murder. Suicide has crossed my mind once or twice, but murder? Never. Not this white-winged dove. I’ve marched for peace and give money on a regular basis to Amnesty International. I’m a school nurse who draws happy faces on Band-Aids, for Christ’s sake.

But none of this changes the fact that it was little old me who pulled the trigger and, with near-perfect aim, put a hole in another human being’s heart.

And in order to truly explain it, I’d have to tell the whole story. I’d have to go back, not just to Tori Miller’s murder in the woods ten days ago, but to one that happened more than thirty years ago. My story would have to start back when I was in the fifth grade with a girl named Del Griswold. It’s not a name many folks around here even remember. There isn’t a soul in town who hasn’t heard of the Potato Girl, though. She is, by all accounts, the most famous resident of New Canaan—which is funny because, back when she was alive, she was just a skinny kid with scabby knees who, you could tell just by looking, would never amount to much.

How wrong we all were.









PART 1

Now and Then
 SPRING, 1971

November 7–16, 2002


One potato, two potato, three potato, four She used to live here long ago, she doesn’t anymore













1

Late April, 1971



TOUCH IT,” SHE SAID.

“No way. Gross.”

“I dare you.”

“No way. God, what happened to its eyes?”

“Pecked out, I guess. Or just dried up and fell out.”

“Sick.” I shivered. Partly from the cold breeze, partly from the idea of those eyes. It was early spring. The ground below us was thick mud, still half frozen. The week before we’d had the last snowstorm of the season and there were still patches of it clinging to the ground, melting in pools and rivers across the lumpy field.

“Come on, Kate, you gotta do what I say. When you’re at my house, I make the rules. You were the one caught trespassing. I could have you arrested. Or get my daddy to come out here with his shotgun. Now touch it!”

“I will if you will.”

Del’s pale face contorted into a smile. She reached out and stroked the dead bird, starting at its head and moving her fingers with their dirty nails all the way back to its tail feathers. Her touch seemed almost loving—like the bird was her pet parakeet, a creature she’d named and fed. A bird whose song she knew by heart. Some Tweety Bird, Polly-Want-a-Cracker kind of pet.

The putrid crow swung heavy on its wire. She gave it a shove, making it fly toward me. It was as if Del and I were playing some sick game of tetherball. I jumped back. She laughed, throwing back her head with its stringy blond hair. She opened her mouth wide and I noticed that her right front tooth was chipped. Just a little corner was missing, not something you’d notice unless you were looking.

The crow swung, its left foot wrapped and tied with white plastic-covered wire—tougher than string, Del explained. It dangled about three feet from the top of a tall wooden stake driven into the center of the small field where uneven rows of green peas were just coming up. Smaller wooden stakes lined the rows, and rusty wire mesh was stapled to the stakes, forming a trellis for the peas to climb.

Del said her brother Nicky had shot the crow two weeks before. He caught it pecking the pea seeds up out of the dirt before they’d even had a chance to sprout and got it with his BB gun. Then he and his daddy hung the crow up just like they did each year, a warning to other crows to stay away.

I reached out and touched the greasy black feathers of its ragged wing. Bugs crawled there, working their way under the feathers and into the flesh. Metallic green flies buzzed in the air. Although dead, the bird pulsed with life. It stank like old hamburger left in the sun. Like the raccoon my mother once found under our porch back in Massachusetts, way back under the floorboards where no one could reach it. It just had to rot there. My mother sprinkled quicklime through the cracks in the porch floor, letting it fall down onto the bloated corpse like Christmas snow. For weeks the smell permeated the porch, worked its way into windows and open doors, hung on our clothes, skin, and hair. There’s nothing like the smell of death. There’s no mistaking it.

I had been crossing the Griswolds’ fields on my way home from school every day for nearly a month on the afternoon Del caught me and took me to see the crow. I had been hoping to run into her. Hoping, actually, to catch a glimpse of her—to spy without being seen. Maybe then I could learn if the rumors were true—that her daddy was really her brother; that she had chickens sleeping in her bed; that she ate only raw potatoes. And the best rumor of all: that she had a pony who limped and who some kids claimed they’d seen her riding naked in the fields behind her house.

I knew better than to make friends with a girl like Delores Griswold. I’d lived in New Canaan only six months or so, but it was long enough to know the rules. Rule number one for surviving the fifth grade was that you didn’t make friends with the Potato Girl. Not if you wanted any other kids to like you. Del was a pariah. The kid all the others loved to hate. She was too skinny, and came to school in worn, dirty clothes that were often hand-me-downs from her brothers. She was two years older than most of the other fifth graders, having stayed back in kindergarten and then again in fourth grade.

She had dirt so thick on her neck that it looked like maybe she really was dug up from the ground like one of the potatoes they grew on her family’s farm. She was pale enough to be from underground. And if you got close enough to her, you got a whiff of moist earth.

Maybe, just maybe, if I’d had any other friends back then, if I’d sworn allegiance to anyone else, I wouldn’t have started cutting across those frozen fields hoping to catch a glimpse of her naked on a pony. Maybe then I wouldn’t have met her at all. She wouldn’t have shown me her secret in the root cellar or made me touch the dead crow.

But I had no friends, and I, like Del, was an outsider. A kid from New Hope who came to school with a lunch box full of steamed vegetables, thick slabs of grainy homemade bread, and dried fruit for dessert. How I longed to be a white-bread-and-bologna girl then. Or even, like Del, to have the worn brass tokens the poor kids used in the cafeteria to buy a hot lunch each day. Something to link me to some group, some ring of kids, instead of sticking out like the sore thumb I was, eating my hippie lunch alone, smiling stupidly at anyone who walked by my table.

The Griswolds’ farm was at the bottom of Bullrush Hill. At the top of the hill was the 120 acres owned by New Hope, the intentional community my mother had dropped everything to join the fall before. She’d met a man who called himself Lazy Elk back in Worcester, where my mother worked as a secretary and I had real friends—friends I’d known my whole life and thought I’d go on knowing, never needing to make new ones. Lazy Elk—whose real name was Mark Lubofski—swept her off her feet and talked her into going back with him to New Canaan, Vermont, where he had been living on and off for almost a year. He said a man named Gabriel was starting something big, something revolutionary there: a utopian community.

The truth is, I was as enamored of Lazy Elk and his stories as she was. He had a kind face with deep, craggy lines around his eyes and mouth. Self-conscious about his receding hairline, he wore a wide-brimmed leather hat with a brown-and-white-striped turkey feather in the band. He took the hat off only when he went to sleep, and even then, it often lay at the foot of the bed where some other couple’s cat might sleep. He told me that the feather, which he’d found in the woods behind New Hope, was a talisman—a magic power object that helped keep his spirit free.

So away we went, free-spirited, in his orange VW bus, expecting to find paradise. What we found instead was a few run-down buildings, a well that drew water with a rusty hand pump, a herd of goats hell-bent on destruction, and a large canvas tepee that would serve as our home for years to come. Lazy Elk had carefully left all of these details out of his descriptions of New Hope, and while my mother and I couldn’t hide our initial disappointment, we still believed that we could make a new and better life for ourselves there as we’d been promised. So it was with hope and determination that my mother filled the tepee with colorful woven rugs and clean sheets. She scrubbed the filthy glass globes of the oil lamps and trained Lazy Elk to take his muddy boots off before coming in. Our little circular home, though far from paradise, was at least bright and clean.

At the bottom of Bullrush Hill, on the corner where our dirt road intersected with Railroad Street, which was paved, even back then, was the Griswolds’ farm. It was an old dairy farm, but they’d sold the cows off some years before. You could still smell the cow shit when it rained, though. That, like the smell of death, was not an odor that faded easily.

The Griswold place was a leaning white farmhouse badly in need of a new paint job. The roof had bald patches where shingles had fallen off. Swallows nested in the eaves. The faded red barn with its old tin roof had fallen in on itself long ago, and the collapsed remains seemed to be the home of about a hundred feral cats and several dogs with various handicaps (one had three legs, one was missing an eye, and another bulged with large growths). In the front yard, which was more packed dirt than grass, beside the big black mailbox that bore their name, hung a white sign, hand-painted in red letters:


                         EGGS

                         HAY

                         PIGS

                         POTATOS



Beyond the sign, set back about ten feet from the road, was a little three-sided wooden shed with a rusted tin roof. There, on any given day, were three or four dozen eggs in cardboard cartons and some bushel baskets of potatoes, beans, corn, and whatever other crops happened to be in. The prices were written on scraps of paper thumbtacked to the back wall, and there was a metal box to put your money in.

MAKE YOUR OWN CHANGE. BE HONEST! THANK YOU read the sign taped to the top of the banged-up gray metal box. A dented scale hung from the ceiling, but the one time my mother tried to use it, the needle refused to move, the spring inside broken.

Another sign told you to ask at the house about hay, pork, piglets, and free kittens.

Before New Hope got chickens, my mother and I would walk down to buy eggs from the Griswolds’ stand. We rarely ran into Mr. Griswold, but sometimes we’d see him on his tractor off in the distance. His wife, we heard, had died of cancer years before, leaving him to care for his brood alone. Often we’d see one of the kids doing chores in the yard, or banging around under the hood of some rusted-out car on cinder blocks. There were so many kids—eight, including Del. All boys but her.



YOU LIVE UP WITH THE HIPPIES, don’t you?” Del asked me that day as we stood looking at each other in the field of peas reaching up with tiny, pale tendrils, the dead crow between us.

“Yeah.”

“You a hippie?”

“No.”

“Hippies are stupid,” she said.

I didn’t respond, just kicked at the clumps of cold mud.

“Hippies are stupid, I said!” Her pale gray-blue eyes gleamed with anger.

“Sure.” I took a small step away from her, afraid she might haul off and hit me.

“Sure what?”

“Sure, I guess hippies are stupid.”

Del smiled, showing her broken tooth. “I have something to show you. A secret thing. Want to see?”

“I guess,” I said, somewhat concerned that just a few minutes before she’d asked me the same question, then led me to the decaying crow.

I followed Del through the trellised rows of young peas, then across garden beds full of spinach, carrots, and beets. I recognized the plants from the gardens at New Hope. Our soil was darker, less clumpy, than the Griswolds’. And although our gardens were smaller, they seemed healthier and better organized, with special walking paths covered with wood chips between the planting beds. The Griswolds’ fields were full of stones, rusted plow blades, and forgotten rolls of barbed wire, and we tramped right through the crooked rows of seedlings. Watching over this landscape, as if daring any living thing to grow, was the upside-down crow, hanging from a wire.

Del and I passed a small fenced-in pasture where a large gray mare was chomping hay. A spotted pony stood beside her. He started when he saw us, running off behind the stall, and I could see that he had a slight limp.

“Is that your pony?”

“Yeah. His name’s Spitfire. He bites.”

Just past the horse pasture was the pigpen, where five enormous pigs were lounging in thick grayish mud along with maybe a dozen piglets. A plywood hut, like a large doghouse, stood in the back right corner of the pen. Along the front fence was a big metal trough full of water and another full of slimy food scraps.

I stopped and leaned against the top of the fence, my feet on the bottom rail, trying to get a good look at the piglets. The ammonia stench of pig excrement made my nostrils twitch. I was staring into the tiny eyes of a large sow with swollen teats, thinking that I’d heard somewhere that pigs were smart, smarter than dogs even, when Del snuck up behind me and gave me a shove. It was a hard push, no playful little messing around kind of tap on the back. My stomach slammed against the top rail, my head and shoulders falling forward. I nearly toppled headfirst over the fence into the mud.

“Careful,” Del teased. “Pigs’ll eat ya. You fell in there, they’d pick you clean.”

I jumped off the fence and swung around to face Del, thinking I’d clock her one, but she quickly distracted me and the urge passed.

“See that mama pig right there,” Del said, pointing to the sow I’d just been watching. “She ate three of her babies just last week. Pigs’re savages.”

I unclenched my fists, let myself breathe.

Del led me toward the back of their white house, at the crest of a small hill, as she described the scene of the mama pig gobbling up those babies.

“Teeth like razors,” she said. “When she was done, there wasn’t nothing left but three little tails.”

About fifty feet from the house, we came to a wooden door tilted into the hillside. It reminded me of the metal cellar door that led to the basement of our old rented house in Massachusetts. Del leaned down and unlatched the heavy door, pulling it open. Rough wooden steps led down into a dark pit that could have been a dungeon or a bomb shelter.

“Go on. You first. I gotta close the door behind us.”

I began making my way down the steps, and saw that it was a root cellar: a small room, probably eight by eight feet, with cinder-block walls and sagging wooden shelves that went from floor to ceiling. On the shelves were rows and rows of canned goods and bushel baskets full of spongy, sprouted potatoes, bruised apples, and limp carrots. Del closed the door and everything went black. I wondered if she’d stayed outside and locked me in, leaving me to die in that damp place. Maybe it was a dungeon after all, some kind of torture chamber. I took a nervous breath. The air smelled of moist earth, forgotten vegetables. It was Del’s smell.

“Del?”

“Hang on, I’ll light a match.” I felt her brush by me, heard her feel around along the shelves, shake a box of matches, open it, and strike one. The small room glowed orange. Del pulled an old jelly jar with a candle in it from off a shelf and lit it. She blew out the match, then held the stubby candle in the jar up to my face like she was studying me, unsure of who I might turn out to be.

“Okay, if I show you my secret, you gotta promise not to tell. You gotta swear.” Her pale eyes seemed to look right through my own eyes, reaching all the way to the back of my skull.

“Okay.”

“Swear on your life?”

“Yes,” I muttered. She pulled the candle back from my face and set it on a shelf next to a row of dust-covered canned tomatoes.

“Cross your heart and hope to die?”

“Cross my heart and hope to die,” I said.

“I’ve got a tattoo,” she told me. Then she started to unbutton her dirty yellow shirt, which was embroidered with colorful little lassos, hats, and horses.

I wanted to tell her to stop, to say that I believed and didn’t need to see, but it was too late. The shirt was off. To my relief, she wore a soiled white cotton undershirt with a tiny pink-petaled flower stitched at the center of the neckline. But then she peeled this off quickly, without hesitation, and I looked down, embarrassed, thinking that maybe the stories I had heard were true—and yet there I was, in the cellar with the Potato Girl. What was I thinking? If this ever came out at school…I shuddered. I struggled to think of an excuse to make a quick escape. The dirt smell intensified.

“Well, are you gonna look or what?” she asked.

I slowly shifted my gaze from the packed earth floor to Del’s naked torso.

Del was a skinny kid—I could practically count her ribs. She looked like a person who’d had all the color washed out of her—even her nipples seemed pale. And there, over her bony cage of ribs, just where I believed her heart might be, was the letter M. I moved closer for a better look, trying to make myself forget that this was some strange girl’s skin I was studying—not just skin, but the place that would one day be a breast. I could already see the beginnings of them, slight swellings that looked out of place on her skinny frame. But what my eyes were drawn to was not Del’s developing breasts, and how different they were from my own flat chest, but the tattoo.

It was a cursive capital M, delicate and swirling. It had been etched into her skin in black ink, and done recently enough to still be red and puffy. It looked slightly infected and terribly painful. I backed away.

The only tattoo I had ever seen in my life had been a faded anchor on the forearm of one of my mother’s boyfriends who’d been in the navy. There was him, and there was Popeye, but cartoons hardly counted, and meant nothing in the situation I now found myself in.

I tried to look unimpressed. But a tattoo? On a fifth grader? Del was more alien to me than ever.

“What’s the M for?” I asked.

“Can’t tell you that.” She smiled at the power of her secret.

“Who gave it to you?”

“Someone special.”

“Didn’t it hurt?”

“Not really.”

“It looks like it hurts now.”

“It’s a good kind of hurt.”

I didn’t ask what a bad kind of hurt might be. I didn’t get a chance to ask any more about it before the wooden door swung open and the root cellar filled with light. I looked up and saw the silhouette of a lanky boy standing at the top of the steps.

“Del, what the hell you doin’? And who’s this with you? Christ, you two making out down here or somethin’?” His voice was scratchy, as if he had a sore throat and it hurt to talk too loud.

Del turned away quickly and threw on her undershirt.

“Scram, Nicky!” Del shouted with her back to him, and I realized I was looking up at the crow killer. I squinted against the light behind him to make out his features. I could see raggedy pale blond hair and strangely long arms that seemed to hang awkwardly. Orangutan arms. As my eyes adjusted, I saw that this boy was as tan as Del was pale. A dark-skinned ape boy in torn jeans and a white T-shirt, heavy work boots on his huge feet.

“Yeah, I’ll scram all right,” said his raspy voice. “I’ll scram right back into the house and tell Daddy what I just saw.”

“You shit!” Del spat up at him.

“Who’s your friend?” he asked with a sly, thin smile.

“None of your beeswax,” Del answered.

The boy laughed, white teeth flashing against the background of his bronze face, then backed away from the door.

“Man oh man, I’d hate to be in your shoes. Daddy’s gonna give you one hell of a licking.” And then he took off toward the house, leaving the root cellar door open.

“You better go,” Del ordered. “But come back tomorrow. Meet me in the field after school. By the crow. Okay?”

“Okay,” I said.

She raced up the steps out of the root cellar, then stopped at the top and called back down to me, “See you later, alligator!” before chasing her brother back toward the house.

I blew out the candle and crept up the wooden steps slowly, peering right, then left when I got to the door. I saw no one coming, so I bolted straight ahead, not daring to turn and look back toward the house, toward Del and Nicky. I ran past the pigs with their razor teeth; past the horse pasture with its limping pony; through the spinach, carrots, and beets; and back to the field of baby peas where the dead crow hung still on its wire like some broken marionette.

At the edge of the back field, the woods began and I found the path that would lead me all the way to the top of Bullrush Hill, all the way back to New Hope. It was only a fifteen-minute walk home, but after being with Del, it felt light years away. In just an hour, Del had shown me a whole distant universe with its own set of dangers and rules. I couldn’t wait to return.
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November 7, 2002




I KNOW WHO YOU ARE.”

They were the first words my mother spoke to me when I came home, her hello, as I hugged her on her doorstep. Her body was limp, unresponsive. Her arms dangled loosely at her sides, both hands wrapped in thick white bandages. Mummy hands. I had come three thousand miles to see her and she wasn’t even going to hug me back. I pulled away from her with awkward, mechanical movements. The Mummy meets Robot Girl. Now all we needed was Lon Chaney or Bela Lugosi and we’d have ourselves a movie.

“It’s good to see you, Ma.” I forced a smile.

She repeated the words. “I know who you are.”

She stood before me, disheveled in a worn flannel nightgown. Her hair—long, straight, and white as paper birch—was tangled and greasy. She wore running shoes on her feet, the laces hanging loose, untied. She had what looked like dried egg yolk on her chin. I resisted the urge to say, Yeah, you may know me, but just who the hell are you?

I had just spent an hour in a somber meeting with Raven and Gabriel—two of the only three remaining members of New Hope, not counting my mother. The third was Raven’s twelve-year-old daughter, Opal, who popped in halfway through our meeting holding a bicycle chain.

“Have you guys seen that big crescent wrench?” she asked as she hurried into the room, knocking over an empty chair, the grease-covered chain swinging from her filthy hand. She had a baseball cap on backwards and a blue and white varsity jacket with some other girl’s name on it.

Opal had changed just enough in the two years since I’d seen her to give me pause. She was taller and thinner, and in spite of the bull-in-a-china-shop way she’d barged into the room, she seemed more graceful than the little girl I remembered so well.

She turned, her eyes fell on me, and her face cracked into a huge smile. She dropped the chain and gave me a big, greasy-pawed hug. “I thought you were getting in tonight,” she said. “God, I have like a million and one things to do right now—I’ve gotta get my bike back on the road and then go meet some friends—but I’ll come find you later. Tomorrow! Okay? Tomorrow. I’ve got so many new tricks to show you. I’ve totally mastered the jump from the barn. I can even do a somersault on the way down! And I just got this cool book on barnstormers with great pictures. You’ve gotta see it!”

Opal was a skinny, freckled girl who had been saying, since she was seven, that she wanted to be a stuntwoman when she grew up. She had broken her arm quite badly during my last visit, throwing herself from the old hay loft in the big barn.

Raven was running an errand down in Rutland and I had been the one to take Opal to the emergency room and sit with her. She seemed severely shaken, not just by the fall, but by whatever had happened in the barn just before the jump. She claimed someone had been up in the loft with her, but when Gabriel went up to check, all he found were a couple of rusted pitchforks leaning against the wall and a few clumps of long-rotted hay.

“Who did you see up there?” I had asked, but she’d never answered.

To distract her during the endless waiting between examinations, X-rays, and getting a cast, I asked her to tell me about her favorite stunts. She told me she’d been reading about the days of barnstorming and the wing walkers.

“Charles Lindbergh got his start that way,” she said. Then she went on to tell me about the women, her voice bubbling with admiration and excitement.

“This one lady, Gladys Ingle her name was, practiced archery on the top wing of her Curtiss Jenny.”

“Her who?” I asked.

“Curtiss Jenny. It’s a biplane. I’ve got a model of one in the tepee. Anyway, Gladys Ingle was also famous for jumping from one plane to another, midair. How cool is that?”

“Pretty cool,” I agreed.

“Then there’s Bessie Coleman. I did a report on her for school. She was the first African American woman pilot. She was a wing walker, too. Oh, and Lillian Boyer—‘Empress of the Air’—she quit her job as a waitress to learn to wing walk.”

“That’s quite a career change.”

“And you’ve heard of Buffalo Bill? I bet you didn’t know about his niece, Mabel Cody. She was the first woman to transfer from a speeding boat to a plane.”

By the time Opal described how the days of wing walking ended in 1936 when the government outlawed getting out of the cockpit below 1,500 feet, the mysterious visitor in the loft was forgotten. And by the end of our three hours in the emergency room, I was ten-year-old Opal’s new best friend and she was right by my side every remaining minute of that visit, showing me pictures in books of wing walkers and models of early planes she had made. The Curtiss Jenny was hanging on fishing line from a pole high at the top of the tepee. Opal had glued a small plastic woman to the top wing, complete with a tiny bow she’d made from a stick and string and toothpick arrows. There was a bull’s-eye target set up on the other end of the wing.

Opal, at least to my outsider’s eyes, seemed to love life in the tepee, and it was never more apparent than when she showed me her curtained-off bedroom that afternoon and sent that plane flying in circles over our heads with a push from her fingertips. I looked around with a strange sense of déjà vu, and had to remind myself that it was not the original tepee, the one my mother and I had lived in, but the third or fourth incarnation. But now it, too, was going to have to be replaced, and my mother was to blame.



AFTER OPAL LEFT TO REPAIR HER BIKE, Gabriel, Raven, and I returned to the topic of my mother. We sat at the long wooden table in the big barn that had once served as the community kitchen and gathering place. The barn seemed cavernous and empty, our voices lost in all that space.

New Hope had gradually petered out over the years. Gabriel’s vision of utopia had somehow been lost along the way, falling to ruin along with the buildings and gardens. My childhood home was little more than a ghost town, a ruined shell of what it once had been, and although I was disappointed, I wasn’t all that surprised. Call me a skeptic, but I’ve always thought that it takes more than organic vegetables and talking circles to make an ideal society.

Raven was ten years younger than me and had been the only other child at New Hope when I was there. She was born my third night at New Hope. I slept little that night, listening to her mother’s screams coming from the big barn, which had been turned into a “birthing center,” complete with a sacred ring of candles and a young hippie named Zack alternately playing “Happy Birthday” and The Lone Ranger theme song on his guitar. I lay awake wondering what hell my mother had brought me to where babies weren’t even born in hospitals.

When Raven was small, I changed her diapers and, later, taught her to tie her shoes. This was my only legacy to her—accidental pinpricks and a story about making the limp shoestring into a bunny, then sending the bunny through a hole—things I doubted she even remembered.

Raven had grown into a striking woman—nearly six feet tall, with long dark hair and high cheekbones. She worked part-time at the town clerk’s office and was taking night classes toward a degree in psychology. When I went away to college and never came home, Raven quickly became my mother’s surrogate daughter, a fact that tugged at my heart a little, gave me pangs of jealousy and guilt whenever my mother mentioned her name over the years. Raven, not even my mother’s flesh and blood, was the good daughter. The present daughter, who promised never to abandon home and who was able to give my mother the grandchild she never got from me. And me, I was the skinny kid in the photos my mother kept around the tepee—freckles fading in each consecutive picture as if to show that one day my whole self would disappear forever. The invisible woman who called once a week to say how tough college was, then nursing school, married life, one all-consuming job after another—always some excuse for not coming home. But that hardly mattered because Raven was there, standing beside my mother in her neatly tied shoes.

Raven’s own mother, Doe, had died of pancreatic cancer—one of those horror stories where you go into the hospital for stomach pain, and three weeks later, it’s all over. Raven’s father, well, no one really knew whatever became of him. His disappearance, the reasons behind it at least, had been my fault, although I was the only one who knew it. It was yet another in a long list of New Canaan secrets I carried with me throughout my life—heavy and loathsome baggage.

Raven got pregnant with Opal when she was eighteen, just a few months after Doe’s untimely death. I was in Seattle by then, and experienced the whole pregnancy through my weekly phone conversations with my mother—the morning sickness successfully treated with raw almonds and ginger tea; the hour’s drive to special prenatal yoga classes in Burlington; the search for a midwife who would attend the birth in a tepee with no running water. The subject of who Opal’s father might be was never addressed directly, though I always assumed he was just some hippie passing through New Hope. If anybody, including Opal, was the least bit concerned about her being “fatherless,” I never heard about it.

Gabriel, at eighty-two years old, was still in excellent shape, both physically and mentally. With his round glasses, white beard, and red suspenders, he looked like a lean, off-season Santa. He had been the patriarch of New Hope, the founding father. His common-law wife, Mimi, had died the year before, leaving him to shuffle around the big barn alone, no doubt recalling more glorious times. Days when there had been many mouths to feed, quiet revolutions to plan.

At New Hope’s beginning, in 1965, there were only four members: Gabriel and Mimi and another couple, Bryan and Lizzy. Over time, the numbers grew. When my mother and I moved to New Hope in the fall of 1970, there were eleven of us living there full time (the largest number there would ever be), not counting the college kids who stayed for the summer, drifters who came and went. There were Gabriel and Mimi, Bryan and Lizzy, Shawn and Doe, baby Raven, Lazy Elk and my mother, me, and nineteen-year-old Zack, the only single adult New Hope resident and unofficial community balladeer. However many people called New Hope home at any given time, it was clear they were all looking to Gabriel to give the place its bearings, to define utopia.



I LISTENED PATIENTLY, sipping one of Gabriel’s herbal infusions, which tasted like licorice and mud, while he and Raven filled me in on my mother’s condition as best they could. They warned me that she might not know who I was. She had had a bad week. There was the fire five days before, which was the last straw—the reason they finally called me and said I needed to come back and make some decisions about long-term care. They described how she had fought Gabriel when he was pulling her out, biting his arm viciously enough that he needed stitches. (His wound, I noted, was covered with a neat, sterile bandage, not a compress of rank-smelling weeds as it would’ve been in Mimi’s day.)

Try as I might, I couldn’t reconcile my mild-mannered, peace-loving mother with the maniac they were describing. I tried to picture her foaming at the mouth, shooting fire from her fingertips.

“Since the fire,” Gabriel explained, “she’s been on a downward spiral, lashing out at everyone around her.”

Ho-Ho-Ho.

When they were through describing the latest details of my mother’s steadily declining condition, I told them my plans. I had taken a three-week emergency leave from Lakeview Elementary in Seattle, where I worked as a school nurse. Speaking to them as if addressing the school board, I explained how, in the next weeks, I would, with their assistance, assess my mother’s situation and come up with a plan for long-term care, which meant, more than likely, getting her placed in a nursing home (and possibly fitting her with a muzzle—a suggestion I didn’t mention). I’ll admit that I sounded like a social worker, not like a daughter, but in a way, that’s how I felt. This was my responsibility, and I intended to fulfill it—but I hadn’t really been a daughter since I left home at seventeen.

Gabriel and Raven nodded at me, satisfied with my plan, with my level-headedness. They were pleased, although perhaps slightly puzzled, with how very well I seemed to be taking things. But wasn’t that my job? Wasn’t that what they’d called me in for? To do what they knew needed to be done, but hesitated to do themselves. It would be me who made the final decision to lock up my mother, to take away all her freedoms for what I would tell her was her own good. Neither of them wanted that on their conscience. And who could blame them? They set me up to be the bad guy, the villainous prodigal daughter, and I fell right into it, as if it were a role I was born to play.



I TOLD YOU, DOE, I don’t want her here.” My mother’s five-foot-two, ninety-pound frame occupied her doorway, rocking back on her heels, then rolling forward to stand on her tiptoes. Back and forth she moved like some hypnotic snake, trying to make herself look bigger. I stepped back, giving my mother some distance, half expecting her to let out a hiss.

Raven sighed, putting a hand to her forehead. “I’m Raven, Jean. Doe’s daughter. And this is your daughter, Kate.”

“I know who she is!” my mother spat, shifting her gaze from Raven to me. “I know who you are!” She was leaning forward when she said it. Spittle sprayed my face. Her hands hung at her sides like oversized white paws, odd and useless. Raven and Gabriel were right. I was in no way prepared for this. There was a fire in my mother’s eyes I’d never seen. I took another step back.

“Well, Kate’s staying. She’s going to stay with you in your house.”

“This is not my house.”

Raven tried another tack.

“Jean, where’s Magpie?” She opened her shoulder bag and retrieved a can of StarKist tuna. The muscles in my mother’s face loosened and she gave a half smile.

“Inside. She must be inside. Under the closet. Inside the bed. Magpie! Here, Miss Magpie! Breakfast!” My mother turned and walked inside, calling to the cat. Raven nodded at me, and we followed my mother into the cabin.

I had seen my mother’s tiny house for the first time during my last brief visit two years before. She was just adding the finishing touches, the trim and moldings, after building the whole thing herself. There had been a few more residents at New Hope then, and they helped raise the framed walls and roof. Opal and some friends dug the pit for the outhouse. But other than that, it was my mother’s project. The four-room cabin was built by her own seventy-year-old hands almost entirely from donated and salvaged materials. It seemed to me then, as she took me on my first tour of the place, to be more a work of art than a home. She proudly showed me the built-in shelves, the flooring from an old silo that Raven had helped her nail down, the flat slabs of granite rescued from the reject pile behind a polishing shed in Barre that now served as her kitchen countertops.

My mother, after years of living in the tepee and then in the loft of the big community barn, had made a home that was truly hers. It was to be her house to grow old in, tucked about three hundred feet behind the big barn, bordered on the back side by the sloping woods that led back down the hill, away from New Hope, right into the farmland once owned by the Griswolds.



LOOKING BACK on my last visit to New Hope, I found there were signs of my mother’s sickness even then. There had been little clues all along, but nothing that set off any alarms, rang any bells that would toll loud and clear with the weight of the words dementia, Alzheimer’s. She had seemed a bit more absentminded, more scattered. She repeated herself, forgot things I’d told her. She seemed preoccupied, a little on edge. I figured the strain of building the house was taking its toll. She was a seventy-year-old woman, after all.

During that visit two years ago, I learned that she’d wrecked her car and had decided not to get another one. When I asked what had happened, she said she was out for a drive and fell asleep behind the wheel. The car went off the road and into a drainage ditch. Luckily, she escaped with only minor bruising. It happened near Lancaster, New Hampshire.

“But what were you doing in Lancaster in the middle of the night?” I had asked. And she shrugged off the question. Later, Raven told me she’d been getting lost from time to time, finding herself farther and farther from home. Usually, she’d run out of gas and call Gabriel or Raven to come rescue her. She kept the New Hope numbers pinned to the Pontiac’s visor. My mother had known those numbers by heart for years. Her needing to pin them to her visor should have set off alarms, but it didn’t. Her body was strong and healthy enough to build a house. But her mind was going, and she must have felt it slipping away, memory by memory, beginning, perhaps, with something as simple as those phone numbers.

As I followed Raven through the front door into the living room, I saw that the inside of the house looked the way I remembered: the same overstuffed plum-colored couch, wooden rocking chair, and braided rug. To the left of the door was a bench to sit on while taking your shoes off and there was a row of coat pegs along the wall. Hung on it were a yellow rain slicker, a down parka, and a blaze-orange vest for walking in the woods during hunting season. No doubt about it—I was back in Vermont.

Walking forward and turning left into the kitchen, I saw the white enamel wood-burning cookstove and the round wooden table that had been with my mother since the tepee days. The door to my mother’s bedroom at the far end of the house was closed. Beside it, the door to her painting studio was ajar, and I caught a glimpse of the colorful canvases and the cot and dresser pushed against the far wall. The house smelled of wood smoke, oil paints, and the lavender lotion my mother used. Familiar smells that I couldn’t help but find comfort in.

What was different about the house were the notes tacked up everywhere—signs on white paper written in bright markers. On the inside of the front door: KATE, YOUR DAUGHTER, WILL BE HERE THIS AFTERNOON. And below it, someone had taped up a snapshot of me taken during my last visit. In the picture, I’m staring straight ahead, eyes heavy and sullen—a regular Wanted: Dead or Alive mugshot. I could picture the description now: crime of abandonment, reward offered.

There were several signs in red marker taped to the stove: STOP! DO NOT LIGHT! There were signs on all the cupboards saying what was in each one: DISHES, GLASSES, CEREAL. The phone on the wall had a list of names and numbers next to it. There was also a sign saying, DO NOT DIAL 911 UNLESS IT IS AN EMERGENCY! (I learned later from Raven that my mother had been calling 911 several times a day, asking whose house she was in, wanting to know if there was more yogurt anywhere.)

Magpie had been just a kitten when I last visited, a gift from Raven and Opal. Now she came trotting out of my mother’s studio and wound herself around my mother’s legs, doing little figure eights, loop de loops, a sleek little black-and-white thing. My mother picked up the cat, cooed at her and carried her over to the Servel gas fridge.

“What’s for lunch?”

“You had your lunch, Jean,” Raven told her.

“What’d I have?”

“Grilled cheese.”

“What’s for supper?”

“You just had supper. Gabriel brought you stew.”

“I’m hungry,” my mother said, her voice whiny as a child’s. She unceremoniously dumped Magpie back onto the pine floor. “What’s for lunch?”

Raven ignored her. She opened the StarKist and plopped it into Magpie’s bowl on the kitchen counter. The cat danced around her feet now, saying “Murl?” again and again in a plaintive voice. My mother leaned in quickly and stuck her face into the cat’s bowl. She gulped at the tuna, getting a good bite before Raven yanked it away.

“I’ll fix you a sandwich, Jean. Now go sit down.” There was an edge to Raven’s voice I hadn’t expected—a touch of hostility. She gripped the edge of the counter and blew out a long breath.

My mother turned toward me. “They’re starving me,” she said. I just stared. Flakes of tuna were stuck to her face.

“I know you,” she said, smiling.

My stomach ached. I fought back the urge to run from the cabin, legs pinwheeling like a cartoon character’s, jump in the rental car, and hop the next plane back to Seattle. I hadn’t been close to my mother in years, but I knew her to be a bright, resourceful, dignified woman. This person who had replaced her was a complete stranger. My mother, it seemed, had vanished completely without my even noticing she was taking her leave. Ah, I realized, she’d pulled the same trick on me that I’d pulled on her. Touché.



LATER, after making my mother a sandwich, Raven and I put her to bed, then settled down on the living room couch. I longed for a stiff drink but knew there was nothing in the house. My mother had always frowned on alcohol—“Katydid, I will never understand why on earth you would want to dull your senses, the wits God gave you, with that stuff.”

Raven pulled a pack of matches from her pocketbook and lit the oil lamps in the living room. Just as it had been in the tepee, light came from candles and oil lamps, heat from the woodstove, and whatever water she needed was hauled from the well by the big barn in gallon jugs and buckets. When she needed to bathe, there was a tub in the big barn, too. It was a self-reliant lifestyle chosen by my mother when she had been self-reliant. It was a life I remembered all too well even after all those years. And I was sure it was the reason for my love of gadgets—my house in Seattle was full of them: blender, food processor, microwave, coffee grinder, espresso machine, electric can opener, Crock-Pot, electric toothbrush, and bright halogen track lighting angled carefully so that every corner blazed.

Raven dug around in the leather shoulder bag again like a magician searching for her next trick and handed me a large metal ring of keys. She showed me how they kept my mother in her bedroom at night with a brass padlock.

“Jesus,” I said, “What is she, one of America’s Most Wanted?”

Raven said if we didn’t do this, my confused mother would wander and get lost. Nighttime was worse. My mother was more clear during the day. Raven promised I’d see a change in the morning.

Another key went to the lockbox on top of the fridge that contained the array of medications that Dr. Crawford had prescribed over the past several months: lorazepam, haloperidol, Ambien, and a tube of burn ointment. Raven explained that they didn’t like to use the pills, they just seemed to dope her up. I tried not to roll my eyes—what did she think the drugs were for? Inner peace? She said that before now, they medicated her only during really bad spells, but since the fire they’d had to increase the dosages. Most days, they had managed to get by giving her only the tinctures Gabriel made. There was a memory tincture with ginkgo that she got in tea twice a day. And at night, a sleeping tonic with valerian root. My mouth went bitter at the thought of it and I made a silent promise not to subject my mother to such botanical torture.

“For now, we’ll stick with the heavy med regime Dr. Crawford prescribed. I’d rather see her doped up than hurt again,” Raven said and I nodded in agreement, making a mental note that we needed a consult with a gerontologist as soon as possible. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust the town doctor, but my mother was on some heavy-duty medication, and I questioned how well it was being monitored.

There was a key to a padlocked kitchen drawer that contained knives, scissors, a nail file, nail clippers, and matches.

“Never, ever, ever give her matches,” Raven instructed, as if the bandages on my mother’s hands weren’t enough warning.

“Right,” I said, picturing again my rabid, foaming mother shooting fire from her fingertips. I shook the nightmarish image from my head.

Raven went on to explain the routine: getting my mother up, cleaned, and dressed; emptying her chamber pot; changing the bandages; serving her breakfast; going for a walk; making her lunch; having her take a nap; and making sure she gets each of her pills. I must have looked a little overwhelmed.

“I know it’s a lot. And I know it must be a bad shock for you to see her like this. But I can’t tell you how glad I am that you’re here. How glad Gabriel is, too. We just couldn’t do it anymore. Not like this. Not with winter coming now. She can’t be alone. Not here.” She looked around the cabin, gesturing helplessly at the woodstove, the oil lamps hung from the ceiling, well out of reach. “See what you think once you’ve been here a few days. God, I’m so glad you came.” Then she hugged me—this woman whom I felt I barely knew, who had been only in second grade when I left home for good—put her arms around me and held tight. I was her life raft. I was the one who was going to come in and make everything okay, even if meant packing my mother off to a nursing home. I let all my breath out as she squeezed. Great, I thought, a life raft without air.

The first thing I did when Raven left was undo the padlock on my mother’s door. I was not going to be her jailer—at least not yet. I jingled the large ring of keys, feeling like a deputy in an old Western: You’re free to roam the open range, partner. Just get out of town before sunset.

I peeked in and saw that my mother was sound asleep on her brass bed. The wind-up clock ticked loudly on the nightstand beside her. Its hands glowed. Only eight o’clock. It was just five back in Seattle. Jamie would be getting home from work soon. Tina or Ann or whoever his latest was might be there now, in his place waiting, dinner in the oven, white wine chilling. I wondered how he kept track of his girl of the month, sometimes girl of the week. He must have to mark his calendar, keep notes. With bitter amusement, I remembered his index card habit. He kept stacks of them in the office, the glove compartment of the car, next to the bed. He had them stuffed in the pockets of shirts and jackets and was always writing little notes to himself on them. Notes that he would promptly shove in some other pocket or between the pages of a magazine, his reminder to pick up stamps or check out a book he’d heard about on the radio, lost forever. Perhaps he now used the cards to keep a girl file: Sasha—redhead w/ appendectomy scar. Likes martinis, dislikes dogs. I chuckled to myself as I imagined the card one day tumbling from the pocket of his blazer when some other girl dropped off the dry cleaning.

I carried the lamp into the room that had been my mother’s painting studio, where there was a cot set up in the corner, piled high with blankets, wheeling my black suitcase, Magpie at my heels. The cat watched with her head cocked as I unpacked socks, underwear, and T-shirts and put them in the battered wooden dresser, no doubt a remnant from a long-gone New Hope resident. I came across my Swiss Army knife in my toiletry bag, among the tea tree oil shampoo and avocado body scrub—I had stuck it in there at the last minute when I realized I wouldn’t be allowed to carry it on the plane. About the only things I ever used it for were opening wine and slicing cheese at impromptu picnics, but I am a woman who likes to be prepared. I considered locking it up in the sharps drawer in the kitchen, but finally tossed it into my purse.

Suddenly, I was exhausted. Not by the unpacking but by the whole afternoon. By being home. More than anything else, it was the guilt I felt seeing how much my mother had changed, slowly slipped away, while I held on to my careful little life back in Seattle—my life of electric appliances and halogen spotlights—oblivious, thinking she couldn’t be that bad, thinking the phone calls from Raven were exaggerated.

I set the oil lamp on the bedside table and lay down on the cot to rest for a few minutes. Magpie joined me, purring like a lawn-mower. My mind was racing and my body thought it was barely suppertime, much less bedtime—I could easily foresee the sleepless night before me, soon to be followed by a blurry-eyed day. What I needed was a drink, preferably something hot, with spiced rum. Then I remembered the locked box of drugs in the kitchen and made my way to it, keys jingling. Now, I am not a person to indulge in the casual use of pharmaceuticals, but one little Ambien never hurt anybody. To be on the safe side, I took two.

While I waited for the drugs to take effect, I studied the shadows of my mother’s paintings as they glowed in the lamplight. They were still lifes mostly, the one on the easel half finished: a bowl of fruit in somber shades of gray. It was an underpainting, a scene stripped of its color, only a shadow of what it promised to become.
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Late April, 1971



RON MACKENZIE WAS OUR BUS DRIVER back in the fifth grade. He was a bulldog of a man with a thick neck and beady, watchful eyes. He always wore a black knit cap and worked his jaw as he drove as if he were chewing on his own tongue. Looking at him, you would have thought he had always been driving school buses, but the truth was that once he’d worked for NASA. He’d tell the new kids on his route this, letting them think he must have been an astronaut or something, and only when they pressed him did he admit that he had driven trucks and forklifts, not lunar landers. He had moved rocket parts around. Ron Mackenzie had gotten to touch metal that blasted off into space. He moved from Cape Canaveral back home to Vermont because his wife’s mother got sick, and that’s when he started driving buses and working down at the town garage.

On good days, Ron called us his chickadees. When he was angry, when one of the kids had disappointed him in some way, we were monkeys, and you could tell from his tone that monkeys were, in Ron’s mind, a pretty low-life thing to be.

“I’ve had just about enough from you monkeys today!” he’d say through clenched teeth when the noise on the bus got too loud or when kids switched seats while we were moving.

Del and I caught Ron’s bus each morning at the bottom of the hill by her mailbox. Three of her brothers rode the earlier bus that took them to the Brook School, where grades six through twelve went. Nicky, the crow assassin, was fourteen. Her twin brothers, Stevie and Joe, were seventeen, seniors in high school. Mort was nineteen. He had never graduated and was still living at home, helping out with the farm. Her other brothers, Roger, Myron, and Earl, all had places of their own in or near New Canaan. Earl, the oldest, was married with two kids not much younger than Del.

Stevie and Joe kept to themselves and showed no interest in Del. When they weren’t doing chores, they were working on a GTO that they planned to race at Thunder Road. They had girlfriends—pimply, overweight girls who loved to ride in that red GTO, fixing their hair and blowing cigarette smoke through their noses while greasy wrenches and car parts rattled at their feet. They’d drive through town too fast, gunning the engine and squealing the tires at each intersection. Sometimes I would see the four of them riding or back in Del’s yard—the ugly girls sprawled out and smoking on the brown lawn while Stevie and Joe banged around under the hood.



DEL RODE TO SCHOOL in the morning on Ron’s bus, but took the afternoon kindergarten bus home right after lunch along with the three other kids in the Special Ed room. I guess the school figured half a day was about all these kids could handle.

The other three Special Ed kids were boys. Tony LaPearl had Down syndrome. Artie Paris was twelve like Del—they’d both stayed back twice. He was a big hulking kid already growing a scraggly mustache. Mike Shane was twelve also, and the tallest, skinniest boy in our school. He could not speak. No one really knew why, but there were lots of rumors. The most believable was that he’d had some kind of illness as a baby that badly scarred his vocal cords. Mike went around with a pad of paper tied with a string around his neck, communicating by notes.

The morning after our first meeting in the field, while we stood waiting for the bus, I noticed that Del wore the same soiled cowgirl shirt. She had on a clean pair of tan corduroy bellbottoms that hung loose and were cinched above her narrow hips with a thick brown leather belt. The pants looked like hand-me-downs from one of her brothers. Pinned to her shirt was a silver metal sheriff’s star.

Neither of us spoke. I waited and watched, leaving it up to her to make the rules. We scuffed the dirt with our shoes and stared down at the patterns we made. I thought of the crow, the letter M on Del’s chest, covered, now, not only by the shirt, but by the silver star. Just before the bus arrived, I looked up and caught Del smiling at me and knew I had not imagined our meeting. I also knew, as I caught a glimpse of that broken edge of tooth, that I would return to the crow after school to see what might happen next.

When Ron stopped the bus, I got on before Del, just like always, and took the first empty seat in front. I half thought she might take the seat beside me and guiltily prayed she wouldn’t. I said thank you to God when she passed me and went to the back to take a seat alone.

“I smell rotten potatoes,” whispered one boy to another when she passed.

“Potato Girl, Potato Girl, smells so rotten it makes your nose curl,” sang the other boy.

Ron Mackenzie, strict as he was about behavior on the bus, never once stopped the kids from teasing Del. He just gripped the wheel tighter, working his jaw extra hard, like he was embarrassed or something.

“Hey Del, how do spell potatoes?” asked the first boy, looking out at the misspelled sign in her yard.

“Retards can’t spell. Retards just smell,” said the other.

Del just stared out the window, grinning widely, like the joke was really on them.



I SAW DEL ONLY TWICE that day at school, at the same two times I saw her every day: morning recess and lunch. During morning recess I was on the monkey bars when I saw Del go to the maple tree at the edge of the playground. She was alone, as usual. She said something to herself, something out loud that must have been funny, because then she laughed. I watched with curiosity as she picked a twig off one of the lower branches and pretended to smoke it like a cigarette. Artie, the big Special Ed kid, approached her with two of his fifth grade friends.

“What ya got there, Del?” asked Artie. “Wacky tobbaccy?”

Del just kept smoking, pretending not to hear. She tilted her head back and stared up into the branches with their freshly unfurled leaves. I climbed to the top of the monkey bars to get a better view. Two other girls played below me—Samantha Lancaster and Ellie Bushey. They whispered and giggled to each other when I smiled down at them. They were best friends who wore their hair in identical braids, and each had a matching pink windbreaker. They were popular girls, surrounded by a glow of normalcy and self-confidence, the first two to be picked for teams, shoe boxes overflowing with cards on Valentine’s Day. I went back to watching Del, doing my best to ignore Ellie and Samantha.

Over by the trees, Artie was still talking to Del, swaying a little as he spoke, as if he needed extra momentum to get the words out.

“Cat got your tongue, girl? You a mute like Mike now? Mute Mike and the Potato Girl. What a couple. I seen him passin’ you notes in the classroom. Little love notes prob’ly. Maybe you two should get married. Have little dirty mute babies. Raise ’em on raw potatoes. Ain’t that what you cut your teeth on, Del?”

Del said nothing, just sucked hard on her stick and blew invisible smoke rings, still staring up at the highest branches. When she leaned back like that, her sheriff’s badge caught the sun and gleamed like a real star might. I remembered what Lazy Elk had told me about talismans and thought that maybe that silver star was Del’s.

“Where is that Mute Mike, anyway?” Artie wondered out loud. He made a visor out of his hand and scanned the playground like a general surveying the battlefield. He spotted Mike.

“Get him over here, Tommy,” Artie ordered, and off lumbered Tommy Ducette, the fattest kid in fifth grade, to drag poor Mike over. By the time Tommy forced Mike back to the maple tree, a circle of curious kids had formed, including the two girls who’d been under the monkey bars. I climbed down and walked over to get a closer look. Samantha whispered something to Ellie, who then turned to look at me and blushed a little.

“There’s that mute!” Artie grinned. “There’s your sweetheart now, Del.” And there stood Mike Shane, toothpick thin but taller than the other boys by a head. His wrists and ankles stuck out beyond his cuffs. The spiral pad hung around his neck on red yarn. Mike kept his head down, studying the worn rubber toes of his Keds.

I had watched Mike Shane before. He was, like Del, like myself, a kid who stuck to himself for the most part. I’d seen him playing checkers at recess with Tony LaPearl, the boy with Down syndrome, and from what I saw, Mike let Tony win each time. I had also noticed, as Artie had, that he passed notes to Del from time to time and, occasionally, she would lean close and whisper something in his ear that made him smile and look away, embarrassed.

“Now you two are gonna be married,” Artie announced. “Stand together now.” Tommy gave Mike a shove so that the quivering string bean of a boy stood nearly touching Del, who continued to play-smoke like some glamour girl movie star.

“Do you, Del the Potato Girl, take Mute Mike to be your husband, for better or worse, in sickness and health, till death do you part?”

Del blew smoke in his face.

“That was a yes. Sure, sure you do. Now do you, Mute Mike, take this here smokin’ Potato Girl to be your smelly old wife? A nod will do, Shane. You don’t need to write it in your freakin’ book.”

Mike Shane nodded, still staring at the ground, jittery as a cornered hare.

“I hereby pronounce you man and wife. Now kiss your bride,” Artie ordered.

Mike looked up at this, his brown eyes wide and truly terrified. Del just smiled. Mike tried to bolt, but Artie and Tommy stopped him and pulled him over to Del. He made howling sounds like an animal trying to speak. Spit ran down his chin. The two bigger boys pushed him up against Del, who just stood her ground. She dropped the twig she was smoking and ground it out with her foot, then leaned forward and kissed Mike Shane on the lips. It was a long, soap opera kind of kiss, and when Del pulled away, Mike’s face was no longer pale but a vivid, burning red. The kids gathered around squealed, laughed, said gross.

“Ew! Potato Girl germs,” Ellie said.

“Worse than cooties,” Samantha added.

“Poor Mute Mike,” one boy said.

“They deserve each other,” sang back another.

Then the party was broken up by Miss Johnstone, who demanded to know what was going on.

“Playing cowboys,” said Del. “I’m sheriff,” she added, smiling, pointing to her shimmering badge.



WHY’D YOU LET THEM do that today?” I asked later, when I met Del back by the dead crow.

“What?”

“The way they teased you and Mike. Why’d you kiss him? You didn’t have to.”

“What was I gonna do?” she snorted.

“Go get Miss Johnstone. Holler out. Anything.”

“Yeah, right,” she said.

“You could have tried.”

“It wasn’t so bad.”

“What was it like?”

“What?”

“Kissing Mike Shane.”

“Like kissing any boy, I guess.”

“Have you kissed lots of boys?”

She shrugged casually and pulled back the sleeves of her shirt. Her left forearm was covered in purple bruises that I was sure hadn’t been there the day before.

“Enough.”

With that, Del tore off toward the pasture where her pony was penned, pointing her fingers like the barrels of guns, shooting everything in her path.

“I’m Wyatt Earp!” she hollered. “Gonna get me a bad guy. Come on, Deputy. Catch me if you can!”

So I chased Del through the garden, past the horse fence, both of us shooting from pointed fingers, her yelling, Catch me if you can, the whole way. I chased her past the pigpen, keeping my distance from the fence, not slowing to try to get a look at their teeth. We ran to the root cellar, which Del announced was a bank being robbed. We drew our guns and threw the wooden door open, hoping to catch the robbers in the act.

“Shoot ’em dead!” Sheriff Del cried.

“Shoot who dead?” asked the raspy voice behind us.

We turned and saw Del’s brother Nicky. He had a real rifle in his hands, a BB gun, probably the one he used to kill the unfortunate bird hanging in the field.

Suddenly Del wasn’t Wyatt Earp anymore.

“Take us shooting, Nicky,” she whined, grabbing the fabric of his white T-shirt and twisting it into a ball as she pleaded.

“No way, Del.” The boy spoke to his sister, but studied me with his sly fox smile. He was long and tan. His arms hung low, looking impossibly dark as they poked out from the sleeves of his white T-shirt. He wore stained blue jeans and the same huge, worn work-boots as the day before. His face looked as if it were chiseled from some dark, exotic wood.

“Take us, or I’ll tell Daddy about you know what,” threatened Del, still tugging at the shirt.

“Bullshit. I’ll tell Daddy you’ve got a friend who comes over.”

“Take us, or I’ll tell him, Nicky. I swear.”

“No way.” Nicky jerked his shirt out of Del’s grip and took off running toward the back field.

“The bank robber’s getting away!” shouted Del. “Stop him! I think it’s Billy the Kid!”

We took off after Nicky, chasing him through the garden, the field of peas, and into the woods, up the path that I took home. It looked like he was going to lead us straight to New Hope, but he jogged down an overgrown path I’d never noticed off to the left. The path went on a ways, the vegetation thick and jungle-like, before it opened into a clearing. In the center of this grassy area stood a tiny, leaning cabin, like something from a fairy tale. A witch’s house, a gathering place for trolls.

Nicky was stooped over, his hands on his knees, gasping for breath, the gun in the weeds by his feet.

“Surrender, Billy!” sang Del as she tore into the clearing, pointing her loaded fingers at her brother. Her hair was plastered to her forehead and her words sounded wheezy.

He put his huge hands in the air and smiled. His T-shirt was soaked with sweat and clung to his narrow chest.

“What is this place?” I asked once I caught my breath.

“Used to be a deer camp,” Nicky said. “Daddy let it fall to shit. Our grandpa built it.”

It was a small building, about twelve by fifteen feet, more like a toy house than an actual place where men once slept. The cabin was leaning precariously to the left, looking like it might come crashing down at any minute. It was sided with rough slabs of wood, bits of bark still clinging to them. The wood-shingled roof looked spongy and was green and black with moss.

“Want to see inside?” Nicky asked, looking at me.

“Is it safe?” I asked.

Del snorted and ran inside.

“Sure it is,” Nicky answered. He picked up his gun and strode through the doorway, which lacked a door. I followed him in.

The cabin smelled like rotten wood, mildew, and mice—the scent of all things forgotten. There was a cast iron pot-bellied stove, a torn blue couch, a coffee table, and four cots, one pushed against each wall of the room. A ladder at the far end, near the stove, led to a loft. Nicky tucked his gun under his arm and climbed the ladder. Once up, he leaned over the rail and grinned down.

“Coming?” he asked.

I started up the ladder while Del banged around with the cast iron stove.

A mattress took up most of the loft’s planked floor. There were candle stubs, a smudgy oil lamp, a book of matches, cigarettes, and a stack of porn magazines. On top of the magazines was a small knife with a fake bone handle in a leather sheath. Nicky sat down on the ratty mattress and lit a cigarette. He shouted down to Del.

“Quit messing with that damn stove! It’s eighty degrees in here!”

Del clambered up the ladder and made a sour face at Nicky.

“Give me one of them,” she ordered and Nicky handed her a cigarette. He offered one to me, but I shook my head. Del lit the cigarette and smoked it like it was the most natural thing in the world, something she did all the time. She even blew smoke rings, like the invisible ones I’d seen her play at making earlier that day. She blew them right into my face, smiling.

“So you gonna tell me your name yet, or do I have to guess?” Nicky asked me.

“She’s my deputy. She swears allegiance only to me,” Del said.

“Does your deputy have a name?” asked Nicky, taking a drag from his cigarette.

Del’s eyes went from her brother to me, then back again.

“Her name’s Rose. Desert Rose.”

“Like hell it is. That’s the name of the stupid color you wanted Daddy to paint your room.”

Del’s pale face grew red. “IF I SAY IT’S HER NAME, THEN IT IS!”

Nicky’s face crinkled, looked like it might fall in, then cracked into a big smile.

“All right then. Pleased to meet you, Desert Rose.” He extended his hand. His long dark fingers wrapped gently around mine. My own palm was sticky with sweat. His was dry as powder.

When the cigarettes were stubbed out in a tuna can, we went outside and Nicky showed us how to work the BB gun. We shot beer cans off stumps. Nicky stood behind me, his arms around my shoulders as he showed me how to hold the gun and aim. I’d never fired a gun before, but I hit each can dead center. Nicky said I was a natural. He smelled like sawdust, hay, and cigarettes. His body felt warm against mine. Del got impatient for her turn and practiced taking aim at the cans with rocks, knocking them down before we got a chance to shoot.

Afterward, we went back into the cabin and I smoked my first cigarette. I coughed and wheezed, sure I was going to die, while Nicky and Del laughed at me, making fun of me until I learned not to draw the smoke in so deep, to just hold it in my mouth awhile, then let it seep out. Del tried to teach me to blow rings—I imitated her as she worked her mouth in perfect circles like a gasping fish, but my rings were sad blobs, amorphous shapes. Nicky practiced throwing the little plastic-handled knife into a dart board nailed to the wall. He never got near the center.



AFTER A WHILE, Nicky said he had chores to finish and left us alone.

“What happened to your arm?” I asked Del, eyeing the ring of purple bruises.

“Nothing,” she said, pulling the sleeve of her yellow shirt back down and picking up the knife.

“I got an idea,” Del said as she threw the knife into the dart-board, hitting it dead center, right in the bull’s-eye.

I felt a little thrill of peril. It was being in the leaning cabin that did it. It was in the way the springs popped dangerously out of that mattress, the thunk of the knife’s blade each time it entered the wall, the way the rings of smoke from Del’s mouth drifted up, then disappeared, leaving behind only the stale ghost of a smell.

“Gimme your hand,” Del instructed.

I did. She held my hand, studied it like it was some strange wounded animal. In her other hand, she gripped the knife.

“Close your eyes,” she said.

“Are you going to cut me?”

“Trust me,” she said. “C’mon, close your eyes,” she dared, and I did, not wanting to seem afraid.

She cut quickly, without hesitation. My eyes flew open and I tried to jerk my hand away, but she held tight.

“Ow! What the hell?”

She let go of my hand. The cut on my pointer finger was short, but deep. Blood dripped onto the mattress.

I watched as Del used the knife to cut her own finger with the same swiftness and confidence. Then she took my hand and pressed our two fingers together.

“We’re blood sisters now,” she explained. “You got my blood. I got yours. Forever.”

My finger burned against hers. Del was a part of me then, and I knew that whatever path our friendship might take, there would be no going back. Not ever. Try as I might later to separate myself, Del and I were bound.
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KATYDID!”

My mother’s voice brought me struggling out of a deep, unsettled, drug-induced sleep. My mouth tasted metallic. I fumbled for my watch on the milk crate next to my bed—it was seven in the morning, but it felt like the middle of the night. I had been dreaming that Del and I were in her root cellar and she was giving me a tattoo, using the rusty point of her sheriff’s star to write Desert Rose across my chest. There was someone else down there with us, too—a man—watching. He stood in the corner and I couldn’t see his face. Suddenly, as I lay there on the cot, I had this absurd feeling that if I turned around fast enough, I’d see him. That he’d been there, in the room with me, all night. But that was only a dream, right? So why was I so scared to turn around?

Magpie was curled up on my stomach, nose tucked under her white-tipped tail, and I was reluctant to disturb her soft, warm weight. I counted to three and made myself look at the back corner. Nothing. Just specks of dust dancing in the sunlight.

“No more sleeping pills for you,” I whispered to myself.

My mother called me again, using the nickname I hadn’t heard from her since I’d moved away. I rolled out of bed and shuffled into the kitchen barefoot, Magpie right behind me.

Every cabinet door and drawer in my mother’s kitchen hung open. The fridge door was ajar. The counter was cluttered with mixing bowls, bags of flour and sugar, jars of honey and molasses.

Hurricane Jean had made landfall.

A bottle of olive oil lay open and draining onto the floor. Magpie dashed over to it and began to daintily lap it up, walking in circles, leaving a ring of oily paw prints on the burnished wood floor.

I remembered how impressed I had been with the neat efficiency of my mother’s compact kitchen when I’d first seen it two years ago. If the woman who had painstakingly designed that space could see this mess now, she would weep.

“What are you doing, Ma?” I was stunned, both by the mess and by the fact that she’d remembered my old nickname.

“Making pancakes! Strawberry pancakes!”

They had once been my favorite—she had made them for me Saturday mornings in the tepee, cooking over an old Coleman camp stove. My mother’s memory, it seemed, had not been completely erased.

I peered down into the bowl of batter she was about to attack with the wooden spoon held clumsily in her bandaged hands—the gauze filthy and beginning to unravel. In the bowl were about half a dozen eggs (complete with crushed shells), a pile of flour, a square of strawberries still frozen solid, all topped with what appeared to be maple syrup. Julia Child, move over.

“Ran out of eggs,” she said as she began flailing at her mixture. “We’ll have to run down the street to the Griswolds’.”

“Ma, the Griswolds don’t live there anymore.”

“They don’t?”

“No Ma, they haven’t for a long time.”

Mr. Griswold died of heart failure twelve or thirteen years ago. The boys had all scattered to the wind.

“We’re out of eggs,” my mother said.

“I’ve got an idea. Why don’t we get cleaned up and I’ll drive us to town for eggs? Then we’ll come back and cook pancakes.”

“Have to go down to the Griswolds’,” she said again, reluctant to leave her bowl of batter.

I looked down at the mess on the table and, to my horror, saw that among the spilled flour and strawberries lay a small, black-handled paring knife.

“Where did this come from, Ma?”

My mother smiled as I held up the sticky knife, dripping red juice down my wrist.

“Needed to slice the berries,” she said.

I rinsed the knife in the sink, then found my key and locked it in the sharps drawer, all the while wondering what other surprises my mother had stashed around the house—more knives, matches even?

I helped my mother change out of her oil-and-flour-covered nightgown and into slacks and a sweater, then I set things up to change her bandages at the kitchen table. I soon discovered that it wasn’t only the mess from the kitchen that had dirtied my mother: her nightgown and socks were smeared with what looked like mud. And the gauze that was left on her hands was covered in dirt and bits of leaf debris. And was that dried blood under the fresh strawberry juice stains?

I gave her a cursory exam, and began unwrapping the dirty bandages.

“Ma? Did you go out last night? Did you hurt yourself somehow?”

“We need eggs, Katydid.”

I resolved that I would begin locking her door at night, as Raven had instructed me to. I counted myself lucky that my mother had found her way home and appeared, from my quick exam, to be unharmed. What a sight she must have been, wandering through the woods, white nightgown trailing, like the Ghost of New Hope Past, while I lay snoring in some drug-induced, nightmare-infested coma. I prayed Raven, Opal, and Gabriel hadn’t seen her. I wasn’t off to the best start as my mother’s keeper.

I studied her unwrapped hands, gently turning them in my own. Her palms were bright red and badly blistered. Some of the pustules were open and weeping clear liquid. I cleaned them, applied fresh ointment, and began to rewrap her hands.

“You’re a good doctor,” she said.

“I’m not a doctor,” I told her. “Just a nurse. A school nurse. About the only doctoring I do is passing out Ritalin.”

“You went to medical school.”

“I dropped out.”

“Why would you do that?”

“To marry Jamie.”

“Oh…Jamie. Such a nice boy. Where is Jamie?”

“Back in Seattle.”

“Why didn’t he come?”

“We’re divorced, Ma. Remember? We’ve been divorced for years.”

I suddenly wished I were the one with the Swiss cheese memory. It would be nice if you could have some control over it, deciding which memories would stay, which would be banished to the netherworld. Poof. Just like that.

My mother stared at me, smiled.

“I know you,” she said. I began taping the gauze in place.

“Tell me, Ma, how did you burn your hands?”

She thought for a minute. “In a fire?”

“That’s right. Tell me about the fire. The fire in the tepee.”

“It was the fire that gave me the stroke. Now I have a problem with my memory.”

“You didn’t have a stroke, Ma.” But it’s quite possible that I might have one before all this is over.

“Fire stroke.” She nodded vigorously.

“How did the fire start, Ma?”

“Stroke took away my memory.”

“Ma, you didn’t have a stroke in the fire. You burned your hands.” I got up and began putting away the gauze and tape, locking the ointment back in the box.

“She was there,” my mother said while my back was to her, the firm tone of her voice startling me.

“Who?” I turned and stared at my mother. She didn’t respond. “There was no one with you, Ma. Raven and Opal weren’t home. Gabriel pulled you out. Remember?” You bit him. Broke the skin with your teeth.

My mother looked at me, then back down to her freshly bandaged hands. She smiled.

“She was there. She knows who you are.”



WHERE ARE WE GOING?” my mother asked as we walked out to the car.

“To town to get eggs.”

She seemed satisfied enough by this answer and got into the passenger side of my little blue rental.

“Seatbelt, Ma,” I said. She made no move to fasten it. I leaned across her, reached for the strap, and buckled her in.

“Where are we going?” she asked again. I repeated my answer.

“The Griswolds have eggs,” she said. “Lazy Elk says they’re no good because sometimes they’ve got a speck of blood in them, but that just means they’re fertile.”

On the way to town, we passed the Griswolds’ old place. I slowed when I saw two green state police cars in the driveway along with a Channel 3 news van. Behind the house, way back in the field, near the edge of the woods, I could see more cars and a white van. It was all eerily reminiscent of how things looked the day Del was killed. My mother stared straight ahead, a contented smile on her face, apparently oblivious to all the commotion.

I stopped at the corner where Bullrush Hill Road met Railroad Street. They’d put up a stop sign just before I went away to school.

I studied the front of the Griswolds’ house, long abandoned, reminding myself that it was thirty-one years ago that Del was killed, not just yesterday.

So what the hell was going on?

I’ve never been a believer in the afterlife, but if I had to invent a hell for myself, it would look something like this: I’d be forced to relive my worst moments again and again, powerless to change their outcome.

“The Griswolds have eggs,” my mother reminded me eagerly.

The house itself was listing to one side, and the last of the chipped white paint had finally peeled away. A piece of plywood with a NO TRESPASSING sign had replaced the front door.

The three-sided stand in the front yard had collapsed, matching the barn behind it. The mailbox had been knocked over, by a snowplow maybe, or some kids out playing mailbox baseball with a Louisville Slugger. Beside the ruined mailbox, the old sign still swayed from its post on a rusted chain, the red letters faded: EGGS HAY PIGS POTATOS.

A state trooper came around the side of the house and looked over at our car, idling at the stop sign. I turned away, focusing my eyes on the road ahead, signaled left, and stepped on the gas a little too hard and fast. The tires gave a slight squeal as we drove off, down Railroad Street toward the center of town. An homage to Stevie, Joe, and their GTO.

I found a parking place right in front of Haskie’s General Store. Next to the store was the old brick New Canaan depot from the days when the L&S Railroad carted timber and passengers between Wells River and Barre. The old station was now an antique shop that had a neatly hand-lettered sign on the door that said CLOSED FOR THE SEASON—SEE YOU IN THE SPRING! It had been owned, since I was a little girl, by the Miller family. They made their money on the summer people and the leaf peepers who came up each fall.

I undid my mother’s seatbelt and walked with her into the store, which also served as the New Canaan post office. Jim Haskaway, the bearish man who owned the store, was town postmaster and chief of the volunteer fire department. It was an old-time general store with a few aisles of groceries, a case of guns and ammo, a good selection of hardware and camping supplies, and, of course, the obligatory displays of maple syrup and I LOVERMONT keychains. The wide-planked pine floor creaked, a coal stove burned in the corner, and Jim’s fire and police scanner sounded out chimes, with staticky voices reporting the latest disasters.

“Why are we here?” my mother asked. She looked around suspiciously.

“To get eggs, Ma, remember?”

“The Griswolds have eggs. Lazy Elk says they’re no good because they’ve got a speck of blood in them—oh, look! It’s Jim Haskaway!” She said this in the tone of delight and surprise she’d use if we’d run into him by chance at the San Diego Zoo, not in the store down the road from her home, the store he’d owned and operated for a good thirty years.

“Morning, Jean! How are we doing today? And Miss Kate, back in town, huh? Grown up to be just as pretty as her mom.” Jim gave us a wink. He stood resting his elbows on the counter. There were two other men talking with him in low voices. All of them wore plaid. They continued their conversation as I guided my mother to the cooler.

“Said the body was the same as that other girl. Same cuts. Naked,” one of the men reported.

“They’ve had dogs in those woods all morning,” another said. “Brought in the forensics van. I heard the F.B.I. is up there now.”

“The troopers picked up Nicky first thing this morning,” Jim said.

“Won’t keep him long,” replied the shorter, fat man. “He was drinking at Flo’s ’til closing. Made some trouble with a guy from outta state who come up to huntin’ camp. Yeah, you bet everyone at Flo’s will remember Nicky being there. It wasn’t him who hurt that girl.”

I grabbed a dozen eggs from the cooler, then fixed myself a large coffee, trying not to be too obvious about eavesdropping. So Nicky was still in town, picking fights at Flo’s. Old outlaw Billy the Kid. I had to smile.

My mother followed me around docilely, humming quietly. At the counter, I picked up the morning paper and saw the headline: “Murder in New Canaan.” There was a school photo of a pretty girl with shoulder-length blond hair, a smattering of freckles, and a slight gap between her two front teeth. Jim nodded at the front page as he rang me up.

“Happened right in those same woods. Right behind your mother’s little shack. Kids say it’s a haunted place up there. I say it’s a hell of a place to go fooling around in. Now this. Poor kid. Just thirteen. She wasn’t gone from the others fifteen minutes. They didn’t hear a peep. You all didn’t hear anything strange last night, did you?” The other two men studied me, waiting to gauge my response. Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson in plaid.

I shook my head, feeling inexplicably like I was about to lie. I thought of my mother’s dirty nightgown and socks, wondering when she’d gone out, where she might have wandered to, what she might have seen. Surely nothing. She’d probably just strolled around in the yard. Ghost of New Hope Past.

“Not a thing. We didn’t hear a thing. We just noticed the police cars on our way here. There’s a news truck there now, too. Channel Three.”

“Opal must be a mess,” Jim went on.

“Opal? Raven’s daughter?” I said.

Jim gave me a look of pity—which Opal did I think he was referring to?

“Lord, Kate, she was there in the woods. It was her best friend who got killed.”

“Jesus,” I said, shivering.

“Damn terrible thing,” said Jim. “They’re saying she was killed the same way as that Griswold girl all those years ago. You remember that whole mess, I’m sure. You went to school with her, didn’t you?”

I nodded, felt the old sting of accusation. “We were in the same grade, but we weren’t really friends. I hardly knew her.” The old lie came easily, despite how many years it had been since I’d had to tell it.

“Yeah,” Jim continued, nodding, “what a mess that was. I remember how quick they were to point the finger at poor Nicky Griswold. But then they arrested one of the guys from up at New Hope, didn’t they? What was his name…I can’t think of it now. Oh well, it doesn’t matter. They had the wrong guy. Never did get the right one. Never did. Well, let’s see, that’ll be three eighty-nine,” Jim said, looking down at the cash register, turning back to business.

I found my mother studying the rack of magazines. She had a copy of Deer Hunter in her hands and was staring at the dead doe on the cover. A man in blaze orange was propping the gutted animal up like a tired dance partner about to do the last waltz.

“Come on, Ma. Let’s go home and make pancakes.”

“What’s happened to that girl?” my mother asked, and I realized she must have been listening.

“Nothing,” I lied. It’s just that we’ve been dropped into my own funny little idea of hell, but hey, what of it? We’ve got strawberry pancakes to make. My favorite. You remember.

My mother dropped the magazine back into the rack upside down and walked up to the group of men talking at the counter.

“What’s happened to that girl?” she demanded.

“Murdered,” the fat one said before Jim could get a chance to stop him.

“Poor thing,” my mother said and all three men nodded.

I took her arm and led her from the store.

I kept thinking about Opal, wondering how much of it she might have seen. I knew all too well how it felt to have your best friend brutally murdered. It was something you never got over.

“You knew her, didn’t you?” she asked as we were going out the door.

“Who?”

“The dead girl. You used to wait for the bus with her. All those mornings. Wasn’t she your friend?”

“No, Ma. Just a girl I knew. And that was a long time ago.”

“Poor thing.”
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Early May, 1971



DEL AND I HAD BEEN ARGUING for days about whether or not I really lived in a tepee. In the end, I gave in and agreed to take her up the hill so she could see for herself.

“Now you’re not just a hippie but an Indian, is that it?” Del had asked during our argument.

“I’m not an Indian.”

“Your Ma an Indian?”

“Nope.”

“Your daddy?”

“I don’t have a daddy. We live with Mark in the tepee. Mark’s not an Indian, but he has an Indian name. Lazy Elk.”

“That’s about the dumbest thing I ever heard. Hippies don’t make no sense at all.”

It had crossed my mind over the previous weeks that I should invite Del home in some legitimate way—my mom would have been thrilled for me to bring someone home, even creepy, scrawny Del Griswold. My mother often asked how things were going at school, if I was making friends.

“Sure,” I lied. “Lots of friends.”

“What are their names?”

“Well,” I said, chewing my lip for inspiration, “my two best friends are these girls Ellie and Sam.”

“What about that girl down the hill? The little Griswold girl?”

“Oh, we’re not friends.”

“Why not?”

“She’s kinda creepy. The kids all call her the Potato Girl.”

My mother made a tsk-tsk sound and shook her head.

“I hope you don’t call her that.”

“No. Never.”

My mother smiled and ruffled my hair. I was her good girl, friends with the popular, bright-faced kids, knowing better than to make fun of outsiders.

Still, I wondered what it might be like to bring Del to New Hope. I tried to imagine her sitting down to communal dinner in the big barn, tried to picture how she might look as Gabriel served her a wooden bowl full of lentil soup. She would make faces, kick me under the table, think she’d gone to sleep then woke up on Mars.

But Del was my secret as much as I was hers and I never did invite her home. Instead, we agreed to view the tepee from a distance, to spy on my own home like a couple of Peeping Toms.



WE HAD BEEN WALKING through the woods for ten minutes when we passed the turnoff for the old cabin. I wondered if Nicky was there, smoking and looking at magazines, and I hoped we’d run into him on our way back to the Griswold place.

That’s when Del said, “I know someone who’s got a crush on you.”

I had this eerie feeling she’d read my mind—but maybe she’d just caught me glancing down the tangled trail.

My face flushed.

“Who?” I asked, as if I didn’t know.

“Kate and Nicky, sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G,” she sang. “He’s got it real bad for you. Ain’t you the lucky one? But before you count your lucky stars, you should know a thing or two about my big brother. See, he’s got his share of secrets. A few of ’em, bad. B-A-D spells bad.”

“Like what?”

“Like maybe I’ll tell and maybe I won’t. Maybe I’ll let you find out on your own. I’m just saying things ain’t always what they seem.” She fiddled with her sheriff’s badge. She wore a stained pink T-shirt with the same corduroy pants she’d had on for days. Her hair was wet from a shower she’d taken just before I met her. She smelled like moist earth dusted with baby powder.

“Who says I want to know anyway? Who says I’m even interested in your big, ape-y brother?”

“You sure seem interested when you’re with him, Desert Rose. You two are acting like little love birds already. It’s enough to make a person wanna puke.”

It was true that I thought about Nicky a lot, felt a strange, live-wire sort of excitement when I was near him. But the idea that this was visible to Del embarrassed me.

“Is Desert Rose really the color you painted your room?” I asked, eager to change the subject.

“Nah. Daddy said I can’t.” She paused for a beat, looked at the ground, frowned like she’d just remembered something. Then she was back. “I’ve got the paint sample from Thurston’s Hardware, though! I’ll show it to you sometime. It’s real pretty. I named you after a real pretty color.”

“I’d like to see your room sometime.” I had tried often to imagine what it might look like. If she really did have all the wonderful things she bragged about—the four-poster bed, a collection of more than one hundred plastic horses, the tails from those baby pigs in a canning jar full of rubbing alcohol.

“Can’t. Daddy says we can’t have friends over. Stevie and Joe can have their girlfriends sometimes, that’s okay with Daddy, but they’re almost grown up anyway. Daddy says family should be enough.”

As strange as things were at my house—if you could call a circle of canvas draped over poles a house—things seemed stranger still at Del’s. I lived in a world of almost no rules—Gabriel believed kids would do a good job raising themselves if they weren’t confined by adults and their hang-ups. Del, I knew, got slapped around when she didn’t clean her plate at dinner.

As we walked, I told Del about my life at the top of the hill—camping out in the tepee, eating dinner in the big barn with the other New Hope members. I told her how Lazy Elk would turn on the little battery-operated radio in the tepee at night and pull my mother up to dance. Sometimes they’d get me to join them, too, all of us doing these crazy moves—pretending to be robots, snakes, birds. We’d swoop circles around the tepee, cawing like a family of ravens.

Lazy Elk was trying hard to be a dad, but I couldn’t take him seriously. He told me stories every night about Trickster Coyote and began calling me Katydid. Sometimes I helped him make his jewelry, piecing together necklaces from twigs, stones, and bits of glass and wire. I’d go with him on collecting missions where we’d come back with our pockets full of pretty stones, pop tops from beer cans, and old shotgun shells.

“Stuuupid!” exclaimed Del when I told her this. “Who the hell wants to wear jewelry made from junk?”

I told her about the feather in his hat. How he called it a talisman.

“And I thought my daddy was crazy,” she said.

“He isn’t my daddy. He’s just Mark. He’s okay. Just kinda goofy.”

The truth was, Lazy Elk was the closest thing to a father I’d ever had. I never knew my own dad, and none of my mother’s other boyfriends had stuck around very long. All my life, I’d secretly hoped for someone to come along and fill that daddy void, and if that someone happened to wear a floppy hat, make jewelry out of junk, and dance like a bird, so be it.

“What is it he calls himself? Droopy Moose?”

I started to laugh. “Lazy Elk,” I said. “Come on now, we have to be quiet, we’re getting close.”

I could see the top of the tepee through the trees up ahead where the path ended and smell the smoke from the outdoor mud oven beside the big barn. I heard voices and struggled to make out who they belonged to as Del and I crept closer.

I knew the other residents of New Hope pretty well by that time and liked them all despite their various oddities. Gabriel was a smart man with a lot of patience. He was the one to go to for help with complicated homework or any sort of moral dilemma. His wife, Mimi, was a good ten years younger than he but her love for him was clear. It seemed to border on worship. He was her life and whatever visions he had for New Hope became hers by default.

Bryan and Lizzy were the only others who’d been there since the beginning. They were in their forties and made pottery, which they sold at craft fairs. They lived in a little shack next to the goat barn. The goats had been Lizzy’s idea. She thought New Hope could make some money selling their milk, making cheese, maybe even goat’s milk soap. Then, after the goats arrived, she discovered their milk dries up unless they keep getting pregnant—and the offspring are somehow disposed of. That seemed cruel to Lizzy, so the goats served little purpose except for the excitement they caused each time they found their way through the fence and into the garden or through some open doorway. Once, they’d eaten a hole through our tepee’s canvas.

Shawn and Doe were a young couple who lived in a log hogan behind the greenhouse. Shawn was the resident mechanic and tinkerer. He kept the cars and tractor running. If something was broken, he was the guy who could fix it. Doe spent most of her time with Raven, a fussy baby who didn’t like to be ignored.

Zack had been a freshman at Dartmouth when he read an article Gabriel had written for a socialist newspaper on the nature of community. Zack had hitchhiked to meet Gabriel and spend a weekend at New Hope—and just never left. When he wasn’t reading battered paperback copies of Siddhartha and The Communist Manifesto, he was playing Bob Dylan songs on his beat-up six string. Zack was enamored of Gabriel and would spend hours in quiet but animated discussions with him about what a truly democratic society would look like.



AS THE TREES THINNED OUT to scrubby pine saplings and the ground leveled off, I recognized the voices of Doe and Mimi coming from the clearing. Del and I hid behind a huge boulder beside the entrance to the path. The tepee was just to our left, so close we could smell the damp canvas. To our right was the big barn. Between the two structures was the dome-shaped mud oven where we baked all our bread. Beyond the smoking, clay-covered mound, we could make out one end of the vegetable garden and the stuffed scarecrow my mother and I had made.

Doe and Mimi were standing at the long wooden table in front of the oven, kneading bread dough with their backs to us. Both women had long hair down past their shoulder blades—Doe’s was black and curly, Mimi’s was chestnut brown and straight. Raven was snoozing on a blanket in the shade under the work table.

“Told you I lived in a tepee,” I whispered. Del only nodded in response, her eyes wide, taking everything in. We strained to hear Doe and Mimi.

“I’m just saying it isn’t right the way he treats you,” said Mimi. “Refusing to even acknowledge the baby is his. I mean, who does he think he’s kidding?”

Weird. Were they talking about Shawn? He doted on Raven—and Doe, for that matter.

“He knows,” Doe said back. “Of course he knows. I think the problem is that he doesn’t want other people to know and that’s cool with me. I mean, Raven’s mine. She’s still gonna be mine whoever I say the father is.” She crouched down and stroked the baby’s forehead.

“Well, I think it’s disrespectful,” Mimi continued. “It’s like he’s lying, that’s all. Lying to everyone here—to her most of all. I think it’s lousy. I think he can be so goddamn lousy. Gabriel thinks so, too.”

“Is it really Gabriel’s place to pass judgment? I mean, let he who is without sin cast the first stone and all that.” Doe stood up from Raven and grabbed a tray of bread, which she carried over to the oven and pushed in using the large wooden paddle that hung beside the oven door. She stretched, reaching her arms up to the sky and leaning left, then right. Then she turned around to face Mimi, and Del and me, too.

“I shouldn’t have said that,” Doe said. “I didn’t mean to insult Gabriel. That was kind of low. He’s not the one I’m angry with.”

“So you admit you’re angry with him?” Mimi asked.

“No. Not really. Sometimes it’s just hard. To keep a secret like that.”

“So don’t keep it. Tell. I think you should tell everyone the truth.”

“Let’s go,” I whispered to Del, but she didn’t respond. Curious as I was, I didn’t want to hear any more. New Hope wasn’t the kind of place where people kept secrets and I found a certain easy comfort in that. Everyone shared everything during the circle meetings—all the women even shared when they had their periods (although they referred to it as their “moon time”).

I got up from my crouched position slowly and gently tugged at Del’s arm. She stayed put.

“Look at her titties,” Del hissed. “They hang down to her belly! Don’t hippies know about bras?”

“I’m going with or without you. I don’t want to get caught,” I whispered, feeling strangely like a trespasser outside my own home. Del just stared at Doe and Mimi as if they were some kind of exotic circus animals—peacocks or dancing bears. I turned and started to make my way back down the path, careful not to make too much noise stepping on sticks and dry leaves. I picked my feet up high and watched where I stepped.

In a minute, I heard footsteps behind me, as Del galloped up and grabbed my shoulders.

“Boo,” she whispered. “You’re walkin’ like you got a load in your pants.”

We both started to laugh and took off running so we wouldn’t be heard. When we were sure we were out of earshot, Del began asking all about New Hope. She wanted to know everything all at once.

“So whose baby did that girl have? Ain’t they married? Do hippies even get married? And who is this Gabriel guy? And who is it that’s supposed to be so lousy?”

“Doe, that’s the girl with the baby…”

“Doe like a deer? Like a goddamn she-deer?” Del asked.

“I think it’s short for Dorothy or Doreen or something,” I explained. “Anyway, she’s with this guy Shawn, but I don’t think they’re married, and he’s not lousy at all. He can fix pretty much anything and he’s real good with the baby.”

“He’s the daddy?”

“I guess so.” The truth was, I wasn’t so sure anymore. But I made up my mind to try to forget everything I’d heard, to not let it weigh on me. There were not supposed to be any secrets at New Hope. I was the only one with a double life, the friendship no one knew about.

“Whaddaya mean, you guess so? Goddamn, hippies are worse than people say. You got a girl named after a she-deer who maybe is and maybe isn’t married to the guy who maybe is and maybe isn’t her baby’s father, and a guy named after a droopy moose who makes jewelry out of sticks and stones. My best friend’s living in a goddamned for-real Indian tepee, and people are baking bread inside a mound of dirt. What the hell, Kate? What the hell kinda place is that?” Del’s eyes were wide with wonder and I felt truly elated. I saw for the first time that I was interesting to her—that it wasn’t just the other way around. And she’d called me her best friend. After only a few weeks of really knowing each other, I had become best friends with the Potato Girl.

School would be letting out in another month or so, and already I was imagining a summer spent in the fields, root cellar, and leaning cabin. Del might let me ride her pony. Maybe I’d meet the person who gave her the tattoo. I’d keep her entertained by telling wild stories about New Hope. I’d take her spying. Maybe show her Doe breast-feeding Raven right on the porch of the big barn. Bring her pieces of Lazy Elk’s jewelry and sing Zack’s songs about revolution. She’d call me Desert Rose and teach me to blow smoke rings. I’d perfect my aim with Nicky’s BB gun and learn to throw the knife with the plastic bone handle into the dart board on the wall. And maybe, just maybe, Nicky would ask me to be his girlfriend and tell me what his big secret was, and once I’d heard it, it wouldn’t be so bad. It would just make me like him more.

“Race you to the pigs,” Del called out, pulling me out of my daydreams. She’d already started running. “Catch me if you can!”

And I took off running, but as always, she got there first. I never could catch her.
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November 10–13, 2002



MAGPIE DISAPPEARED MY THIRD DAY BACK. The cat had been the one constant in my mother’s life—she never forgot Magpie’s name and never failed to be soothed by her mere presence, even at her most agitated.

We looked all through the house, then walked around New Hope calling her name in high, pleading voices. We searched the big barn, where Gabriel joined us, pushing aside old furniture thick with dust and cobwebs.

“How’s Opal doing?” I asked him.

“Holding her own I guess. Raven says she’s not sleeping well. Nightmares. She’s made an appointment with a child psychiatrist.”

I nodded. “That sounds like the best thing. She went through a hell of shock.”

“Maybe you should talk to her,” Gabriel said. “You went through a similar thing with the Griswold girl, didn’t you?”

I shook my head. “It wasn’t the same. We weren’t very close.”

He looked at me like he knew I was lying. Good old Gabriel still had the ability to see right into your soul.



WHAT I NEGLECTED TO TELL Gabriel was that I’d already tried to talk to Opal, the morning after the murder. I went over to the big barn with my mother after our pancakes and heard all the gory details about the murder from Raven. Opal staggered out of her room and joined us at the table.

“You should sleep, sweetie,” Raven said.

“I can’t,” Opal said. Then she turned to me and asked, without missing a beat, “Do you believe in the Potato Girl?”

Raven drew in a breath. My mother let out a soft chuckle.

“I don’t believe in ghosts,” I told her. “Del Griswold was a girl made of flesh and blood, the same as you and I.”

“So you don’t believe people can come back? Once they’re dead, I mean.”

“No, I don’t.”

“What if I told you I’ve seen her?” Opal’s eyes were desperate.

“Sweetie, I thought we were through with this,” Raven said.

Opal ignored her and kept staring at me, waiting for an answer.

“If you told me you’d seen her, I’d take you seriously,” I said, answering as carefully as I could.

Opal nodded at me, then got up from the table and went back to her room, shuffling her feet like a zombie.

“She thinks the ghost killed her friend,” Raven whispered, her hands trembling a little as she gripped her coffee cup tighter. “Last night, she even said she believed the Potato Girl was after her. That it was her she meant to kill, not Tori.”

I nodded sympathetically.

“She’s lost a lot, Kate. First, all of her things burned up in the fire. All her books and airplane models. Now this. I don’t think…I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t say or do anything to encourage these ghost…fantasies.” Raven looked up at me coldly. “Okay?”

I nodded again, feeling stupid. “Of course not,” I said.

My mother abruptly barked out a laugh, which startled Raven, who spilled her coffee and hissed, “Shit! Shit! Shit!” until she got up from the table and threw her empty cup in the sink. She stood with her back to us, crying but pretending not to.



GABRIEL, MY MOTHER, and I walked past the mud oven, dissolved to a sad lump of clay and bricks, and over to the charred remains of the tepee, calling, “Magpie!” in a chorus of desperate voices. I kicked at the cold black coals and realized it was a miracle my mother got out at all. I again found myself wondering how the fire started; if it was just a simple case of my mother trying to light a lamp, or if it was more sinister than that—if she set the match to the canvas deliberately.

Upon seeing the burned tepee, my mother began to sob.

“MAGPIE!” she cried, falling to her knees. It was as if she’d found the cat’s small bones among the ruins. Gabriel led my mother back into the barn and fixed a pot of tea while I continued my search.

I walked through the gardens, overgrown with thick, dried weeds—thistle, witch grass, burdock. At the north edge of the gardens, brambles encroached: raspberry and blackberry canes formed an impenetrable fence between the garden and the small pasture and barn that once housed goats, chickens, and sheep. Behind this I saw the shack Bryan and Lizzy had called home before moving on to start a community of their own in Hawaii shortly after I left for college. The roof dipped deeply in the center, the rusted metal chimney leaning at a forty-five-degree angle against the edge of the crater. Another victim of the Big Bad Wolf of time.

On the west side of the gardens, the greenhouse lay in a flattened heap. I’ll huff and I’ll puff, and I’ll blow your greenhouse in. I got down on my knees and called to the cat, trying to peer under the ruins. I pulled a splintered board out of the way to get a better look underneath and tore the sleeve of my shirt on a rusty nail. Upon further investigation, I saw I was bleeding, too.

“Shit,” I mumbled, trying to recall the date of my last tetanus shot. “You owe me forty bucks, Magpie. And if I get lockjaw…”

I scrambled to my feet. Beyond the remains of the greenhouse stood the eight-sided log hogan Doe and Shawn had lived in. It seemed in good enough shape and I wondered why Raven had chosen to live in the tepee and not her childhood home built by her mother’s hands. I guess we all sought independence in our own way.

There was no sign of Magpie anywhere. I was making my way toward the big barn when I saw the old path leading into the woods and down to the Griswolds’. Someone was coming up it. I blinked, not quite believing what I was seeing. It was a girl. A girl carrying a long stick that she was using to poke through the dry grass. She was bent over, peering at the ground intently, parting the dead weeds one way and then the other. She was a skinny girl with untidy hair and rumpled clothes. And for a second, just a second, I held my breath and thought, It can’t be…

And no, it wasn’t. I saw when she lifted up her head that it was only Opal. I walked over to meet her and she threw down the stick guiltily.

“Lose something?” I asked.

She looked flustered. I wondered if it was a good idea for her to be out roaming the woods where her friend was murdered.

“Just looking for Magpie,” she said.

It was a strange way to look for a lost cat—a lost hamster, maybe—but I didn’t say so.

“So no sign of her, then?” I asked.

“Who?” she asked.

“Magpie. The cat?”

“No. No sign.”

“Well then, let’s go back to the big barn and have some tea. I think Gabriel’s got a pot on.” I touched her arm lightly to lead her back to the safety of the barn, but she didn’t budge.

“Hey,” I said. “Did you get the plane? Was it the right one?”

I’d gone to the hobby shop in Barre the day before and bought a Curtiss Jenny biplane model to replace the one that had been burned in the fire. I figured a little model making might be therapeutic. The owner gave me an odd look when I asked if he had any tiny plastic women who might be the right size to walk on the wing, but he showed me a collection of people in the same scale and I picked a woman in jeans in a walking pose.

“God, yeah, I’m sorry,” Opal said. “Thank you so much. I love the wing walker. It’s all perfect. I started it last night.”

“The guy at the store picked out the paints and glue.”

“They’re perfect. Really. It’s gonna be way better than the one I had before. It was really sweet of you. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. It was my pleasure.”

“Kate, can I ask you something?”

Uh oh, I thought, knowing it wasn’t going to be any airplane model advice. Here we go.

“Of course.”

“You knew Del Griswold, right?”

“A little.”

“Did she know my mom?”

“Your mother was a baby when Del died,” I told her.

She considered this, and then: “Can you think why Del would want to hurt me?”

I took a deep breath. “What makes you think she would want to hurt you?”

“If I tell you a secret, do you promise not to tell?” Opal asked.

I thought I knew where this was going. Maybe I should’ve stopped it—after all, Raven had specifically asked me not to encourage this Potato Girl nonsense. Opal was fragile, damaged maybe, and I didn’t want to make things worse. But she needed someone to confide in, someone who would let her tell her tale. She felt drawn to me because I had known Del, maybe even because I’d been the one to take care of Opal when she was hurt two years ago. I remembered running to her as she screamed, writhing on the ground beside the pile of mattresses, how small and frightened she’d seemed. Someone’s up there, she moaned. And when I looked, didn’t I think I saw something, too? Just the edge of a shadow, pulling away from the open door to the loft. When I held her there on the ground, wasn’t it true that both our hearts were pounding?

Whatever Opal’s reasons for wanting to share secrets with me now, I couldn’t turn her away.

I thought back to my first meeting with Del.

Okay, if I show you my secret, you gotta promise not to tell. You gotta swear. Cross your heart and hope to die.

“I promise,” I said.

Opal squinted up at me. It occurred to me then that she was the exact same age Del was when I met her. She looked a little like her, too. More than a little. Or was it just my imagination?

Jesus, I thought, just don’t tell me you’ve got a tattoo.

“The Potato Girl came for me that afternoon. Before I met Tori and the guys in the woods.”

“Came for you?”

“Yeah, I was in my room and I saw her. She was standing there, looking right at me. Then she opened her mouth to say something, but no sound came out. Just this cold, moist air. Like from a cave.”

I said nothing. I only nodded and tried not to look too much like a disbeliever.

“It wasn’t the first time I’ve seen her. It’s been awhile though—almost two years. I used to see her all the time when I was a little kid. Sometimes, I’d just catch little glimpses out of the corner of my eye, nothing I could be sure of. But once in a while, I’d be riding my bike or walking in the woods, and there she’d be, right out in the open, just watching me with this real creepy smile on her face. Like she knew something I didn’t.

“The older I got, the less I saw her. I kind of thought she’d gone away completely until that day in the loft. Remember? When I broke my arm? And you helped me?”

“I remember,” I said, thinking, I was only just recalling it, in fact.

Opal leaned against the big boulder Del and I had hidden behind all those years ago. She looked over in the direction of the ruined bread oven, but I could tell she wasn’t seeing a thing.

“That day? I was about to do my jump, like right on the edge, crouched over, ready—and then I saw her, right there, just a couple of feet away, totally…real, you know? Not like a ghost would look, but like a real girl. She reached for me, with both hands, quick, and I freaked out. Lost my balance. Totally missed my landing pad.” She shook her head ruefully, still mad about a failed stunt. If one of her much loved lady wing walkers had made such a mistake it would have meant much worse than a broken arm.

“Here’s the thing, Kate: I think Del’s out to get me. I’m pretty sure it was me she was after, not Tori. But what I don’t get is why. I was hoping you could help me with that part. That maybe if you told me about her I’d be able to figure out what it is she wants with me.”

“Why do you think you were the target?” I asked, keeping my voice level, nonjudgmental.

“Here’s the part you have to swear not to tell, okay? It was the jacket. Tori was wearing my jacket. One I borrowed from my mom. But no one knows—not the police or anybody.”

“How could they not know?”

“I kinda…took it back after she was killed. I didn’t want to get in trouble.” She rolled her eyes. “I know, how lame, huh? Worrying about a jacket. But I’ve been thinking about it a lot and I think maybe the jacket made her look like me, in the dark. I mean, I wear it all the time, and it’s got all this fringe on it, and it’s just very noticeable”—her voice was spiraling up toward hysteria—“and both me and Tori are blond—” I put my hand on her arm and she fell silent. I thought she would cry, but she didn’t.

“And I saw something in the woods when I went back for the jacket.”

“What?”

“The Potato Girl. She was hiding behind a tree, watching. She was wearing this long white dress, and she just kind of floated away.”

“Opal, listen to me. What happened to Tori is horrible, unreal. Of course you want to understand it, explain it, maybe even blame yourself. That’s normal. There’s even a name for it: survivor’s guilt. But you have to understand that you had nothing to do with what happened to Tori. And neither did Del.”

When Opal spoke again, she was whispering: “I don’t believe you. I know what I saw.”

I sighed deeply. So much for Psych 101.

“Let’s just say that Del could come back—setting aside for the moment that she can’t. There is no reason in the world that Del Griswold would want to hurt you. I’m sure there are plenty of other people she’d go after first.”

“Like who?”

“Like me. Like everyone we went to school with,” I said.

“Why?” she asked.

“Because we weren’t very nice to her,” I said. To put it mildly.

“Hey, did you know you’re bleeding?” Opal asked and I saw the cut on my arm had opened up and blood had soaked through my torn sleeve.



WE MADE OUR WAY back to the big barn, where I washed the cut on my arm in the bathroom sink while Opal grilled me with questions about Del. Opal’s face was flushed and she seemed thrilled with any little tidbit I offered. She was looking less like Del now that we were inside and she had her color back, which was a great relief. I was beginning to wonder if I were the one seeing ghosts.

“What was she like?” Opal asked.

“She was strong-willed. Tough. Not afraid of much.”

“Was she mean?”

“I guess she could be. But mostly people were mean to her.”

“Why?”

“Because she was different, I guess. Don’t you have some kid in your grade everyone picks on?”

“Sure, Johnny Lopez. He’s got a lazy eye and wears pajama tops as shirts.”

“Well, Del was our Johnny Lopez.”

Raven appeared in the doorway, frowning a little to show she’d been there long enough to hear our topic of conversation. “I thought I heard you two in here. Any sign of Magpie?”

“No,” I told her. “I cut myself looking for her in the old greenhouse. Opal’s giving me a little first aid.”

Opal helped me put some Band-Aids over the cut.

“Hey, you’re better than me at this, and I do it for a living,” I told her. “Any chance you’ll give up on this stuntwoman thing and go into medicine?”

She laughed. “No way!”

“It’s less painful to set bones than break them,” I said.

“I’d rather break every bone in my body than be bored out of my mind putting Band-Aids on people all day!” Opal said.

“I think your mother’s ready to go home,” Raven said and I took the hint, collected my mother, and gently led her back to her house, promising the cat would turn up. Cats went on adventures of their own all the time, I told her. They just pack up their little hobo bundles and set off to see the world and catch more exotic mice. It’s their nature, I explained. Along the way, my mother moved from grief to suspicion to rage.

“You got rid of the cat!” she sobbed.

“I did not get rid of Magpie, Ma. She took off on her own. I’m sure she’s fine. She’ll come home when she’s ready.”

“Why did you get rid of the cat? First you get rid of the cat, then you want to get rid of me. I’m not going to a home.” Her body shook as she cried, her wrinkled face slick with tears and mucus.

There, she’d said it. She didn’t want to go. I’d brought up the idea of a nursing home with her the night before and she’d played catatonic, not seeming to absorb a word I’d said. Now here she was with her delayed response. Things were going to get mighty complicated if we were going to have conversations in twenty-four-hour cycles.

I moved to place a hand on her back and she pulled away as if I’d burned her. As if I were the one who could shoot fire from my fingertips.

“I didn’t get rid of the cat, Ma. I promise. She probably ran off when the police were here. She got spooked, that’s all. She’ll be back.”

“Why were the police here?”

“To ask us if we heard anything strange that first night I was back.”

“What would we have heard?”

“Nothing. We didn’t hear anything.”

And you didn’t go out into the woods that night. I didn’t find you sitting at the kitchen table with a knife the next morning.

“Why were they asking?”

“Because a girl got hurt in the woods.”

“I know. She’s dead. The poor Griswolds. You rode the bus with her.”

“Yeah Ma, I rode the bus with her.”

“But she wasn’t your friend.”

“No, she wasn’t my friend.”

“Where’s my kitten? Magpie! Oh, Magpie!”



THE TRUTH WAS, the police had been by more than once and with each visit, their questioning took on a more accusatory tone. They’d come the day after the murder to question my mother and I, then Opal, Raven, and Gabriel. They returned the next day to talk to me alone, to ask me, all these years later, about my connection to Del.

“Jesus,” I said. “That was more than thirty years ago. Don’t you guys have enough to do with this new murder? That’s ancient history.”

The detectives were stone-faced.

“Were you and Delores Griswold friendly, Miss Cypher?” one asked.

“I barely knew her,” I told them. “She was a kid I rode the bus with. I think I tried to play with her a few times, but she was too…odd.”

“Odd in what way, Ms. Cypher?” asked one of the detectives.

“She lied,” I told him. “She was a compulsive liar.”

Ah, irony.



WHEN I WAS IN NURSING SCHOOL, I worked nights as an aide at a state psychiatric hospital outside Olympia, Washington. My husband, Jamie, was finishing up his residency. We had agreed that once he finished school, I would go back full-time. I had originally planned to become a doctor, a pediatrician maybe, but a nursing degree would take less time, would put us less in the hole financially. And one doctor in the family was enough, and cardiologists did make more than pediatricians, after all…. That’s what we decided.

Or rather that’s what he decided, and I was so gaga in love that I went along, telling myself it was for the best.

Am I bitter about giving up on my career? Only when I think about it too hard. Regret is overrated.

I met Jamie my first year in med school. He was in his last year. He was a blond from Long Beach in faded jeans and bright, gaudy Hawaiian shirts. What I was drawn to was the dichotomy: here was this gorgeous guy with the crazy shirts and surfer philosophy—laid back, waiting for the next wave—who just happened to be at the top of his class, the most dedicated student many of the instructors had ever seen. I fell head over heels the first time he looked me in the eye and drawled, “Whatever.” I dropped out of school and we were married at city hall on Christmas Eve. We moved into a shabby little studio apartment and I enrolled part-time in a nursing program and took a job working the graveyard shift at the state hospital to pay the bills.

This is how I met a giant of a woman named Patsy Marinelli. The other women on the floor called her Tiny. Tiny was six foot three and weighed well over three hundred pounds. Tiny had shot first her husband, and then herself, in the head. He died instantly, but she survived, remarkably intact aside from some ugly scars and the total loss of her short-term memory. Everything that had happened right up to the moment she pulled the trigger was clear to her—childhood vacations with her big Italian family, crushes on movie stars, summer camp, high school graduation, first love, first drink, first betrayal. But no new memories could be made. Even though I saw her every night for two years, she would introduce herself repeatedly—sometimes several times a night. And nine times out of ten, after the introductions, she would ask me the same question.

“Tell me, what’s the worst thing you’ve ever done?”

During the first year I worked there, I did not answer her. I shrugged my shoulders, made a joke maybe, then turned the question back around to her, as I had learned to do with the very depressed, delusional, and psychotic. Inevitably, Tiny Marinelli would tell me about shooting her husband. She would cry and sob, all three hundred pounds shaking—not quivering like jelly, but erupting with the force of a volcano.

During my second year at the hospital, Jamie admitted to having an affair with another resident—the first in what would be a long series of infidelities. He claimed my emotional distance had driven him to it. We had been fighting constantly over money, household chores that weren’t getting done, and whose job it was to pick up milk at the store. I felt stretched to the limit. The classes I was taking were more difficult, money was tighter than ever, work more stressful, and all I wanted to do was sleep, which Jamie took personally when I rebuffed his infrequent attempts to make love.

I didn’t turn him down every time—obviously, because I got pregnant shortly after learning about the affair (which he promised was over—done—finis—and besides, it was purely physical). I was on the pill, but in my exhausted state, I must have skipped a morning or two. I was afraid to tell Jamie, sure he would blame me, accuse me of manipulating him, which maybe I was on some subconscious level. Jamie didn’t believe in accidents. The truth was, neither did I. I also didn’t believe that our shaky marriage could survive news of a pregnancy. And we had decided ( yes, we this time) that we were going to try to make things work. I still loved him—loud shirts, roaming eye, and all. I’m kind of a sucker that way—once I love someone, I can’t seem to turn it off.

I was the one who had made the mistake, so it only seemed right that I should be the one to fix it—on my own.

I had the abortion on a Friday afternoon and spent the weekend in bed, cramped up, swallowing Motrin. I told Jamie I had the flu.

That Monday night when I dragged myself into the hospital, Tiny introduced herself to me and asked me the question. We were alone in her room during bed check.

“Tell me, what’s the worst thing you’ve ever done?”

All I could think about was the abortion; I ached to tell someone, to share the burden. Whatever I confessed to Tiny would be forgotten in five minutes.

But, of course, that was not the worst thing I had ever done.

“I betrayed my best friend and then she died.” I found myself saying the words without thinking them through. I just blurted it out.

“Did you kill her?” Tiny wanted to know.

“I wasn’t the one who strangled her, no, but I’m partially to blame. If that day had gone differently, then, I don’t know, maybe…”

“Do you think she blames you?”

“No.” I shook my head, remembered who I was talking to. “She’s dead, Patsy.”

“The dead can blame.”

I stared at this enormous woman. Her eyes, nose, and mouth were too small for her moon face.

“The dead can blame,” she repeated.



I BEGAN LEAVING AN OPEN CAN of tuna and a saucer of milk on the front porch to lure Magpie back. Each morning, the tuna and milk were gone, but there was no sign of Magpie. Little sneak. She was playing us for all we were worth.

“Why’d you get rid of the cat?” my mother continued to ask.

Because she kept asking the same questions over and over.

“First the cat, then me. I’m not going to a home!” Then she would begin to cry the cat’s name in sick desperation.

I upped the dosage of her medication. Sometimes it seemed to work; sometimes it seemed to have no effect on her at all.



ONE EVENING, three days after she’d disappeared, I was putting Magpie’s treats out by the front door when a banged-up blue Chevy pickup arrived. Out stepped a man I recognized immediately, in spite of his ragged appearance.

Out of old habit, I felt that electric tingle, only this time it seemed a little more dangerous, like touching a downed power line to see if it was live.

“It’s true then,” he said, grinning as he hopped down from the cab of the truck. “Kate came home.”

“How’re you doing, Nicky?”

He took a few steps forward and I could see how he was doing. He looked a little drunk. He’d put on some weight and was in bad need of a shave and a haircut. Twenty-some years older than he was when I last saw him, but he still had the same gravelly voice and loping walk. His hair was pale and his skin dark. He wore a grease-stained John Deere baseball cap, clean T-shirt, red-and-black-checked hunting jacket, and jeans. He smiled his sly fox smile and my chest warmed. Like I already said, once I love someone, it’s for life. In spite of everything. Crazy, I know.

I hadn’t been in a serious relationship since Jamie finally left me five years ago for a young surgeon. She was pregnant, he explained, and he wanted a family. Sick with the irony of the situation, I broke down and told him about the abortion.

“You could have had a family,” I spat. “You could have an eleven-year-old child right now. There’s your fucking family!”

I knew, once I said it, once I saw his face, that the fate of our marriage was sealed. He would never forgive me. I was the one who ruined things—me, the emotionally distant, secret-keeping, child-murdering monster.

She had the baby—a boy named Benjamin—but it was over between Jamie and the surgeon inside of a year. When I heard this bit of news, I expected to feel vindicated, but didn’t. Although Jamie and I did not keep in touch, over the years, the news of his string of conquests filtered back to me. My ex-husband, the successful cardiologist, broke nearly as many hearts as he fixed.

Right after the divorce, I went out a few times, a series of one-night stands, fuck-and-run sort of dates, but they left me empty and disappointed and I eventually opted for the role of spinster, rebuffing the advances of even the most promising men. My coworkers at the elementary school all presume I’m a lesbian and I’ve said nothing to correct them.

Standing on the porch before my first crush, or the man my first crush had become, I couldn’t help but do a bit of quick arithmetic in my head—a little over three years. Yep, three years since I’d slept with anyone. I knew it was crazy to be attracted to Nicky Griswold, but there it was.

“Nicky.” I wanted to hug him, but resisted. I sat down on the steps and patted the spot next to me.

“Desert Rose,” he said as he folded his long body down next to me. “Want a smoke?” He pulled out a pack of Camels and I took one, although I hadn’t smoked in years. “How ’bout a drink?” He pulled a bottle of Wild Turkey from his jacket pocket and took a swallow.

“Gobble, gobble!” He offered me the bottle.

“I could sure use some of that.” I took the bottle and took a long sip, letting the bourbon warm me through and through. Manhattans were my drink of choice, but I was willing to forgo the vermouth and cherry.

“It’s good to see you, Nicky.” I meant what I said. After being with my mother for nearly a week, I was desperate for a friendly, familiar face. Someone other than Raven and Gabriel, who always ended their visits by asking what I’d done about finding a place for my mother. The fact was, I’d done nothing at all. I told them I was still assessing the situation, but they easily saw through to the truth: I was stalling and we all knew it. My mother’s pleading was getting to me.

“So, how are you?” I asked.

“I reckon I’m surviving. It’s sure good to see you, too.”

“What are you up to these days?” I thought of what I’d overheard at the general store—that he’d been picked up for questioning regarding the latest murder, but had a bar fight as an alibi.

“A little of this, little of that. I work part-time at Chuck’s as a mechanic, do some small engine repairs on the side. I mow a few lawns in the summer, plow in the winter. Whatever it takes to pay the bills. Got a place over near the Meadows—not much, just a trailer, but it’s mine and it’s home.” He gave a smile. “What about you?”

“Not much to tell. Still living in Seattle. Working as a school nurse.”

“Heard you got married.”

“Divorced about five years now.”

He nodded. “Kids?”

“No.” I looked away. “No kids.”

He was silent a minute, then nodded toward the house. “How’s your mom doing?”

“Not great.”

“I heard she was going to a home.”

“I don’t know yet. That’s where she probably belongs, but I don’t know if it’s the right thing. She’s really against it. It seems like her life is in my hands now and I have just a little over two weeks left to make the right decisions, then my leave is up at work and I’ve gotta go back to Seattle.”

“You’ll do right by her.”

We were quiet another minute, smoking our cigarettes, passing the bottle, and listening as the few leaves left rattled on the trees, speaking papery whispers.

“You hear about that girl they found in the woods?”

I took another deep sip from the bottle of Wild Turkey and wiped my mouth with the back of my hand.

“Of course. Pretty unsettling, I’d say. I guess it happened just on the other side of the hill, near where the old deer camp used to be.”

“Camp’s still there,” he said.

“No way.” The surprise in my voice seemed to please Nicky, who nodded and smiled. “I thought for sure it would have fallen in years ago.”

“No, she’s leanin’, but she’s still standing. Kinda like me, huh?” He gave a wink.

My face flushed and I looked away.

“I’ll be damned.”

Maybe it was the bourbon, but I found myself remembering how, when things started to go bad with Jamie, I used to wonder what it would have been like to have married Nicky. Not that he ever asked. Not that we even knew each other as adults. But in my mind, he’d grown into this idealized man, no-nonsense, a bit rough around the edges, someone who’d never do me wrong.

Nicky was quiet a moment and took a good slug of Wild Turkey before he spoke again.

“Kate, do you know anything about that girl who was killed?”

“Not much. Just what I read in the paper: she was thirteen, her name was Victoria Miller, her friends called her Tori. Opal and the other kids she was out there with didn’t hear a sound.”

“Her mother is Ellie Bushey—married one of the Millers. Ellie and her husband, Josh, kinda took over the antique store after Mr. Miller had his stroke. It was too much for the old lady alone.”

“Ellie. That’s someone I haven’t thought of in a long time.” A knot formed in my throat, a thick, painful knot in the shape of an E, for little Ellie Bushey and all her popular-girl promises.

“Well, I remembered the name,” Nicky went on, lighting a second cigarette. “I remembered that something went on with you girls and Del. Just like I remembered about Artie Paris.”

Jesus, there was another name I’d just as soon forget. Nicky was dragging all of the skeletons out of the closet.

“What about him?”

“That he used to be real mean to Del. That he was the one who everyone said had her down in the dirt that last day at school. He was the one teasing, singing those stupid one potato, two potato songs.”

No, I thought to myself. We all sang. The knot in my throat tightened.

“Yeah, he was quite the charmer,” I said out loud. “I’m sure he still is.”

“That’s just it, Kate. He’s not. He’s dead. Happened just a few months ago.”

I let this sink in a minute. It’s always unsettling to hear someone you know has died, and when it’s someone your age it seems even more personal, even if it’s someone you never liked. I wondered what he’d died of—heart attack? Car accident? Cirrhosis of the liver? It didn’t really matter though—however he died, as far as I was concerned, it was good riddance. God, being back home was turning me into a regular saint.

“Really?” I asked. “Wish I could say I’m sorry.”

“Don’t you want to know how he died?”

I shrugged my shoulders and he continued.

“Folks say Artie choked to death on a potato. A piece of raw potato.”

I tried, unsuccessfully, to suppress a laugh. This sounded suspiciously like the latest Potato Girl yarn. Town legend in the making.

“There’s more to it than that, Kate. He was home alone. His wife was working the night shift at the shoe factory.”

“Uh-huh,” I said, rolling my eyes a little, unable to believe that Nicky had fallen for such a story.

“Just listen, will you?” He eyed me impatiently. satisfied by my silence, he leaned forward and continued, his voice low and secretive.

“There were no potatoes in the house. Not a single one. Artie hated them. Wouldn’t let his wife buy ’em. But when the coroner did the autopsy, he found a chunk of raw potato lodged in Artie’s windpipe.”

I laughed again. “And I suppose you saw the coroner’s report? Or better yet, you talked to him yourself?”

Nicky’s face reddened a little.

“Nicky, he probably had a heart attack. But that doesn’t make for good storytelling, so little by little, the tale of his death got embellished. That’s the way it is in this town. Even the craziest rumor becomes fact by the time it gets to the third set of ears.”

“No, it wasn’t a heart attack,” Nicky affirmed. “He choked to death. His wife even said so. They ruled it an accident, but a lot of folks know better. I know better. The son of a bitch was murdered.”

“Murdered by whom exactly?” I asked.

“Oh, come on, Kate. Do I have to spell it out? First Artie and the potato, now Ellie’s daughter in the woods, killed the exact same way Del was. It’s her, Kate. It’s got to be her.”

I wasn’t following. Or maybe I didn’t want to follow. Not going down that road, no sir. Not me.

“What are you talking about, Nicky? Her who?”

“Del.”

I paused a moment before saying anything. I thought about the stories I’d grown up hearing, how they got more tangled every year. Through her murder, Del took on mythic status. Three decades of kids had grown up not being able to say when New Canaan had been incorporated, or the name of the tribe of Native Americans who called the whole valley home first, but they all knew the Potato Girl stories. The jump rope rhymes. The jokes. Kids at slumber parties would sit in front of a mirror in a darkened room, chanting Potato Girl, Potato Girl until she appeared, sending them screaming for the light of day.

Del would have loved it, of course. Relished her power to inspire fear. But to propose that these stories were real? That there really was a Potato Girl—Del back from the grave—who haunted the woods, seeking revenge, actually killing people. Did they believe in the Headless Horseman, too?

It was one thing for a twelve-year-old kid like Opal to entertain such ideas, but a grown man?

The Nicky I saw before me was no longer the tall beautiful boy of my childhood, but he seemed no less sincere. It struck me how heavily his grief and guilt weighed on him. It would almost be a comfort to believe that his little sister, so sly and brave, had outwitted even death. But not me. I wasn’t going there. The only ghost I believed in was sweet little Casper, and I planned on keeping it that way.

“Nicky,” I began with my best ex–psych ward aide smile, placing my hand gently on his knee, “I think that Wild Turkey is getting to you. Halloween was a week and a half ago.”

He shook his head, frustrated.

“I know it sounds crazy, but just think for a minute. Just ask yourself, what if I’m right? If it is Del then she might come after us, too. I mean, think about it. Remember how angry she was the day before she was killed? If she’s going around picking off people she’s pissed at, we’re on the list.” He sloshed the liquor in his bottle, looked down at the splintery wood between his big work boots. “You better believe we’re on the list.”

The front door to the house opened behind us and we both turned our heads, startled. I jerked my hand away from his knee, guilty as a schoolgirl.

“Who are you?” my mother asked, leaning down to see Nicky’s face in dim evening light. She looked at me with a touch of panic. “Who is he?”

She was covered with bright smears of acrylic paint. She’d rubbed it on her clothes, her face. The bandages on her hands were like smeary rainbows. She’d told me earlier she was going to work on a painting, but I’d assumed she’d forget this idea before it went anywhere. Raven had said my mother hadn’t painted in months. And with the amount of medication I’d pumped into her that day, I was amazed she was standing, much less working on her latest masterpiece.

“I’m Nicky Griswold, ma’am.”

“You live at the bottom of the hill.” She gestured with her bandaged hands.

“I used to.”

“I’m so sorry about your sister. Poor thing. When’s the funeral?”

Nicky looked from my mother to me. Now he was the one looking panicked.

“Uh, we had it, ma’am.”

“She’s at peace then?”

“I suppose so,” Nicky mumbled.

“Good. The dead need to be at peace.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he agreed, rising to his feet. “It was nice to see both you ladies. I’ll drop by again some time soon.” We watched him get in his truck and pull away. He unrolled the window and called out, “Think about what I said, Kate. Just think about it. That’s all I’m asking.”

“Who was that?” my mother asked as we watched his tail-lights go.

“A friend, Ma. Now what have you been up to in your studio?” She gave me a blank look. “Let’s go see what you’ve been working on, okay? Is it another still life?” I stood up and together we walked into the studio where my cot was. On the easel was a large three-by-four-foot canvas covered in smears of color—mostly reds, yellows, and oranges. There were a few flecks of blue and purple.

“Pretty colors,” I said, realizing it was something a mother would tell a four-year-old. My mother’s illness was giving us a serious case of role reversal.

“It’s the fire,” she told me. “The fire that gave me the stroke.”

“You didn’t have a stroke, Ma.” I let myself touch her bony shoulder, some gesture of comfort that seemed to go unnoticed. My mother stepped away from me and up to her painting.

“She’s in it.”

Jesus. That again.

“Who is?” I, too, moved closer, standing directly behind my mother’s small frame.

“Don’t you see her?”

I studied the canvas, saw only thick slashes of acrylic paint.

“No Ma, I don’t. Come on, let’s get you cleaned up. It’s nearly time for dinner.”

“I’m not hungry,” she said.

“You’ve got to eat.”

“Where’s Magpie?” She whipped her head around, abruptly desperate. “What have you done with my Magpie?”



AFTER WE’D EATEN DINNER and I’d given my mother her nightly sedatives and put her to bed, Opal came by.

“I saw Nicky Griswold’s truck here earlier,” she said.

“He stopped in to say hello,” I told her, my voice a little too defensive. Shit, there I was feeling like I had to explain myself to a twelve-year-old. How did that happen? And why was it that lately, whenever I saw Opal, she put me on edge? I guess it was all her questions about Del, the way they were bringing me back, making me remember a whole chapter of my life that I never wanted to open again. To say nothing of the fact that sometimes, when I looked at Opal, I was sure I was seeing Del. It was almost like, through her obsession, Opal was becoming the dead girl. Crazy, I know, but that’s how it seemed.

“Hey, how’s the biplane coming?” I asked.

“Great! I’ve finished the fuselage, which is the hardest part.”

She looked around the room a minute, then, rather pensively, brought up the real reason she’d stopped by.

“I’ve been wondering if maybe Del’s after me because of something having to do with my grandparents. If maybe they could have been connected to her murder somehow,” she said.

I couldn’t help but laugh. It was a nervous laugh, but a genuine one.

“Doe? She barely knew Del. And she was the biggest pacifist I ever knew. She cried when she hurt an earthworm with a spade in the garden. And your grandfather, well, you probably heard he was a suspect but was cleared.”

“Maybe they were wrong in clearing him,” she said.

“I don’t think so. He did a lot of things wrong, but he would never hurt someone like that. He had a good heart. And the so-called evidence they had linking him to her was totally faulty. It was just a big misunderstanding.”

“But how do you know?” she asked.

Because I was the cause of the misunderstanding.

“I just do. Trust me on this one.”

Opal left, dissatisfied, after asking me some pretty graphic questions about Del’s murder that I decided it was best not to answer. The kid was already having nightmares; no need to give them more fuel. She’d had enough of a horror finding her dead friend. And from her description, it sounded like exactly the same scene Nicky came upon the afternoon he found Del. But Opal didn’t need to hear that.

After she’d gone, I lay in bed and thought things over. Like it or not, it bothered me that Tori had been wearing Opal’s jacket. What if Opal was right? Not about the ghost part, but what if the killer, who I was sure was all too human, was really after her?

But who on earth would have any reason to want to hurt Opal?



LATER THAT NIGHT, I woke up and heard my mother talking. My first thought was that the cat had come back and my mother was filling her in on all that she’d missed. The truth is, I never could manage to lock my mother in her room at night. Each evening I would try, standing before the door to her bedroom, my hand on the brass padlock, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. It felt wrong, and I realized I wasn’t capable of being my mother’s jailer. So I slept with the door to my room open, thinking I’d hear her if she got up. That I was a light enough sleeper to catch her before she got out of the house.

I padded out into the living room to find my mother talking on the telephone. The only light in the house came from the moon through the frosty windows. The fire had gone out and the cabin was cold.

“Who are you talking to, Ma?”

My mother was crying. She dropped the handset, letting it bounce on its curled wire, banging against the floor and wall. I reached down and picked it up. The plastic was warm.

“Hello?” I said, keeping an eye on my mother, who had dropped to the floor crying. “Who is this?”

“Emergency services. What’s your name, please?”

Jesus. What next?

“Oh God, I’m sorry. I’m Kate Cypher. That was my mother, she has Alzheimer’s. I’m so sorry.”

“She says you killed her cat.”

So this was how it was going to be. I sighed, feeling six days worth of frustration rising to the surface.

“I’m sorry. Like I said, she’s sick.”

“She says you know a girl who was murdered.”

That did it. I’m a calm and patient person. I don’t usually lose my cool, especially with authority figures, but my pleasant little facade had been developing hairline cracks since the day I’d arrived.

“Oh did she? Are you hearing me? She. Has. Alzheimer’s! She’s talking about something that happened when I was a little girl! She doesn’t know what year it is, or how to make pancakes, or who’s dead and who’s living, okay? Just forget it! Why can’t you people just let things go? Jesus!”

“Ma’am, I—”

I slammed the phone down on the quiet, sensible voice and got my mother back to bed. Then, once she was asleep, I made myself push the curved staple on the brass lock closed, listen to the click, and test it, just to be sure.
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Late May, 1971



YOU FRIENDS WITH THE POTATO GIRL?”

I studied the girl below me on the monkey bars—Ellie Bushey. She had a freckle-covered snub nose and smelled like strawberries.

I didn’t say anything. Ellie had been following me from one spot to another all through recess, her nearly identical sidekick, Samantha, close behind. Samantha had lost patience finally and joined a game of hopscotch at the edge of the playground.

“I’m just asking because Travis said he saw you two standing there talking when the bus picked you up this morning,” Ellie continued, squinting up at me. “He’s seen you talking to her a few times now.”

My face grew hot. If Ellie knew, word would spread fast, and by the end of the day everyone would know my secret. Soon I’d have my very own rhyme.

“Just ’cause I talk to someone doesn’t mean we’re friends. You’re talking to me now, right? Does that mean you’re my friend?” I asked, looking down at Ellie, who scrunched up her pale, dotted face while she thought of an answer.

“You might be. I have lots of friends.” She studied me as she said this, like she was looking to see if I was potential friend material. Me, the freak hippie girl. I knew I didn’t have a chance, but I let myself imagine it anyway. Me and Ellie playing on the monkey bars. Sharing a table at lunch. Passing notes in class.

“I already have a best friend—Samantha—so you couldn’t be my best friend,” she continued. It was a tease. A game. She had me going for a minute, then the bottom dropped out. “But I couldn’t be friends with anyone who liked the Potato Girl. Not now, not ever.” She shook her head and turned away from me to emphasize her point.

“Maybe I don’t really like her. Maybe I’m just pretending,” I suggested, scrambling, desperate to get her to turn around. I succeeded. She spun back and narrowed her eyes at me.

“Why would you want to do that?”

“To spy,” I told her, thinking fast on my feet. “To gather information.”

“What kind of information?” Ellie asked, looking at me skeptically.

“Good stuff. Secret stuff. Things about the Potato Girl that only I know.”

“Like what?”

“There’s a lot.”

“Tell me one thing.”

“Okay,” I said. “She has these pigs, right? And one of the pigs ate three of her babies, leaving just the tails. You know what happened to the tails? Del kept them. She’s got them saved in a canning jar full of alcohol in her room. She looks at them each night before bed. They’re the first thing she sees when she gets up in the morning.”

Ellie laughed. “Oh my god! Sick! Why would she do that?”

I shrugged my shoulders. “Who knows why she does the things she does? I’m not saying I get it, I’m just saying there’re things I know about Del. Lots of things.”

“Sam’s gotta hear this,” Ellie said. “You have more stories like that?”

“Lots.”

“All gross?”

“Some are gross. Others are just weird.”

The bell rang, signaling that recess was over.

“Tell me more tomorrow,” she said and I smiled.

Just like that, I saw how Del’s friendship might buy me the friendship of Ellie and Sam—who had their own large circle of friends that I imagined myself fitting into, like a missing link in the chain. And I told myself I wouldn’t necessarily need to betray Del. I could make up whatever I told the others. I would throw a few pieces of truth in here and there, but mostly I would tell them what I thought they really wanted to hear: the very gross and very weird details of the Potato Girl’s life.



WHEN I MET DEL in her field that day after school, Nicky was with her, shouldering his rifle. He didn’t make eye contact with me. The peas had grown and were working their way up the wire trellis, pale tendrils grabbing and clinging. The crow stank, its feathers greasy and ragged.

“Deputy Desert Rose,” Del greeted me, her face serious. “Today we’re going hunting.”

I fell in beside them and we began to follow the path up the hill, listening to the birds sing around us. The dee-dee-dee of chickadee flocks, the trill of a lone hermit thrush. It was a perfect late-spring day. The combination of the afternoon sun and brisk walk had us all sweating.

“What are we hunting for?” I asked, breaking the silence.

“Tigers, squirrels, whatever we find,” Nicky answered, smiling at me at last. Del caught him and he looked away.

“Traitors,” Del hissed, but she said it so quickly that it came out as a blur. Traders, she could have said. Trailers. Trainers. Trains. Maybe we were hunting train robbers.

Again, no one spoke. Our feet crunched in the leaf litter and sticks on the path. Nicky adjusted the gun, resting the butt against his shoulder, squinting down the barrel as he searched for a target. We turned toward the cabin. Nicky took aim at a chattering red squirrel in a tree. He pulled the trigger and missed. The squirrel jumped down and scampered off, scolding us.

“Pisser!” Nicky exclaimed, using the back of his hand to wipe the sweat from his eyes.

“Good try,” I told him, knowing even as I spoke that it was a stupid thing to say. I glanced sideways at Del just in time to catch her roll her eyes. Ahead of us, the little cabin was coming into view, a strange leaning island in a sea of ferns.

It was much cooler in the cabin but the musty mouse smell made my throat tighten. Del went up the ladder first, me next, Nicky and the BB gun right behind me. Del lit three cigarettes in her mouth at once, sucking hard to get them started, then passed Nicky and me ours. Nicky laid the gun down on the bed and picked up a dirty magazine. He leafed through it quickly, flipping pages like he was looking at some boring business journal or something. I was trying to look at the pictures without seeming like I was interested, just the way he was. I was so focused on the magazine, on Nicky, that I wasn’t even noticing Del. She had Nicky’s BB gun pointed right at my forehead before I’d even realized she’d moved. She pushed the gun forward so that the metal mouth of the barrel pressed against my skull. I held my breath. Didn’t move a muscle.

“What the hell are you doing?” Nicky asked, his voice more irritated than scared as he looked up from the magazine.

“Interrogation time,” Del answered. “Desert Rose, what were you doing talking to Ellie today at school?”

“Just talking.” I let myself exhale as I whispered the answer, then took a slow gulp of air.

“About what?”

“Nothing.” I kept my eyes on the worn mattress, afraid to look up.

“That’s bull. No one talks about nothing.”

“It was nothing. Nothing important. I don’t even remember. I guess she’s trying to be my friend or something. Something dumb like that. No big deal.” The barrel of the gun was cold and hard against the middle of my forehead. I knew it was just a BB gun, that it wouldn’t kill me, but it would hurt and leave a hell of a dent in my head. I believed Del would pull the trigger if I said the wrong thing.

“You’re my deputy! My friend! You swear allegiance only to me!” Her voice was frenzied, so loud and shrill it made my teeth ache.

I stared up at her, gave a careful nod.

“Say it! Say you swear allegiance only to me!”

“I swear allegiance only to you.”

“And you’ll do whatever I tell you!”

“Anything you tell me.”

“Cause I’m sheriff of this whole rotten town!”

“You’re sheriff.”

“And I’m your best friend,” Del added, her voice calm now, quieter.

“You’re my best friend.”

“Forever,” she said.

“Forever,” I promised.

“Okay, you two,” Nicky said, leaning over and guiding the barrel of the gun away from my head, pushing it down to the ground, “now kiss and make up.”

“Girls don’t kiss girls,” Del spat back at him.

“The ones in this book sure do,” Nicky answered, gesturing to the magazine. “Well then, shake on it at least.”

Del set down the gun and extended her hand to me. I took it and as we shook, her grimace turned into a satisfied smile. Then Del leaned forward and kissed the middle of my forehead, right where the indentation of the gun barrel must have been. Her lips were cool and clammy. Her breath smelled like hot wind through a damp cave.

“Now let’s go hunting!” Nicky said, leaning over to pull the gun from off the floor and set it in his own lap while he stubbed out his cigarette in the dented tuna can.



WE SPENT AN HOUR or so roaming through the woods on the hill, hunting tigers, crocodiles, wildebeest. Every time we heard a sound, Del would say it was some new and improbable animal: hippopotamus, wild boar, python.

As we walked through the woods, scouting for prey, we talked about how stupid those girls at school were. Del said they deserved to be put in their place.

“Ellie and Sam think their shit don’t stink,” she said.

“Maybe we can bring them down a peg,” I suggested.

“How?” Del asked.

“I dunno for sure yet. But I have an idea.” And I did. A plan that came together in my mind fast and hard. “I could spy on them. You know, pretend to be their friend and get them to trust me. Then I could learn some bad secret about them. Something we could hang over their heads.”

“What kind of secret?” Nicky asked, interested in the downfall of these girls he didn’t even know.

“I dunno. But everybody’s got secrets, right?”

“You think even girls like them have secrets?” Del asked, her thin eyebrows raised, her right hand fluttering absently above her heart, playing with the fabric of her dirty blouse, protecting her own secret.

“One way to find out,” I said.

“Okay, Deputy. Your orders are to spy on the enemy camp. But you have to tell me everything you learn. I mean everything. And if you fail, you go on trial for treason.” She pointed her finger at me with this warning, turning her hand into a pistol. Then she fired right into my chest, laughing.

I agreed to Del’s conditions, and silently congratulated myself for my skillful manipulation—now I had free rein to be friends with both Del and the other girls. The perfect plan.

After a lot of whining, Del convinced Nicky to give her back the gun. She said she felt lucky and he gave in at last not only because he was sick of her pestering, but because once again, she threatened to tell on him—to reveal his big secret to the world.

Del was about ten paces ahead of us, aiming the gun into treetops. Nicky was close beside me and reached out to take my hand. We walked like that for several minutes—Del concentrating on the hunt, Nicky holding my hand tight, like he might never let go.

Suddenly, Del fired at something in a fir tree and let out a shriek of delight. Nicky dropped my hand and we ran to see what she’d shot. Only when it hit the ground did I see what it was: a mourning dove. It was still alive, a sleek gray bird with a pointed tail, fluttering its wings as we approached, moving itself in frantic circles.

I can’t say how long we stood in silence watching that poor dove struggle on the forest floor. I can say only that it felt like hours, and when the bird finally gave up, stopped moving, its wings resting at odd angles in the pine needles and maple leaves, Del dropped down on her knees to touch it. She stroked it tenderly and held it in her hands like it was ever so fragile. She turned the bird in her hand, and her fingers found the place on its chest where the BB had entered—a small, bloody hole in the putty-colored breast. She carried the dead bird the whole way home and even then did not let it go, hiding it in the soft folds of her shirt before turning to go inside with no good-bye, Nicky following solemnly behind her, no final words spoken.
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November 14, 2002



THAT NIGHT, after Nicky tried to convince me that Del’s ghost was murdering people, after I’d finally started locking up my own mother, I dreamed of Patsy Marinelli. The dead can blame, she kept saying. Tell me, what’s the worst thing you’ve ever done?

When I woke up, the sun was just starting to rise and I had that feeling again that someone had been watching me while I slept. I counted to three and checked the back corner—nothing. Then I looked over at my mother’s painting of the fire on the easel. It was too dark to make out the details, but as I studied the shapes of dark against light, I saw that hidden in the high left corner of the painting was what appeared to be a pair of eyes looking back at me, watching. Then, in my half asleep state, it seemed that they moved. Gave a sidelong glance in my direction.

I damn near fell out of bed. I lit the oil lamp on the crate next to my cot with shaky fingers, carried the light over to the painting, and saw that, of course, there were no eyes, no face. Just bold strokes of bright color—not much different from a child’s finger painting. Nicky’s ridiculous ghost story had gotten to me after all.

I pulled on my slippers and searched for my watch, sure I’d left it on the crate next to the cot. But it wasn’t there. I thought maybe the cat had knocked it down, then remembered the cat was AWOL. I scrabbled around on the floor and couldn’t find it.

“Shit,” I mumbled.

I’m sort of unnaturally attached to my watch. It’s a fancy diving watch with a lighted digital readout, alarm, stopwatch, timer and all those other bells and whistles. It was Jamie’s but I inherited it when he bought his first Rolex. I’ve never been diving but I like going into the shower and hot tub with it, knowing I could go diving any time I wanted and still be able to keep excellent track of the hours, minutes, and seconds as they passed. And, pathetic as it may be, I like knowing that it was Jamie’s. My wedding band went long ago, but the watch remains.

After my futile search, I shuffled into the kitchen, the oil lamp swinging in my hand, my wrist feeling small and naked without the clunky old watch. It was a cold morning and I eagerly started a fire in the cookstove and filled the blue enameled coffee perker with water, measuring ground beans into the basket before setting it on a burner. I used my key to open the padlock on my mother’s bedroom door and turned back toward the kitchen. That’s when I heard it. A meow—soft, yet insistent—coming from outside.

“Magpie?”

I held the front door open and waited hopefully. No cat. Had I imagined it? Surely not.

There was only the surprise of fresh snow—the first of the year. I ducked back inside, pulled on a coat and boots over my pajamas, and stepped out into the white morning. There was a little less than an inch of soft, fluffy snow covering the steps and yard. The bowls of tuna and milk were empty, and I was sure my mother’s cat was close by. An image rose tantalizingly in my mind: me gently settling the cat next to my mother’s sleeping form, her pure delight when she awoke and found a somewhat bedraggled—but healthy and whole—Magpie in bed with her. Kate saves the day. But I saw no cat tracks leading up to the empty bowls. What I saw in the half-light of dawn looked an awful lot like human footprints. Small footprints. The impressions a child’s boots might make.

My still-sleepy brain tried to make sense of what I seeing. A feral child in the woods with a taste for tuna and milk?

The tracks led up to the bowls, then back down the steps, leaving the same way they’d come—across the driveway and into the woods. I took a deep breath of cold, snow-scented air and began to walk beside the tracks, letting them take me right to the path that led down the hill. It was the path I used to follow on my way to and from Del’s every day that spring long ago. The path I’d caught Opal coming up the day before, poking at the grass with a long stick as if she were looking for snakes. I hadn’t been down the trail since the day before Del’s murder, and though I wished for a long stick, it sure as hell wasn’t snakes I was afraid of.

The Volkswagen-size rock that Del and I hid behind once, listening to the voices of the women baking bread, was to the left of the path’s entrance. Disrespectful, Mimi had said to Doe. And only later did I realize who they were talking about. Only later would Raven’s true father be identified, shaking up all of New Hope.

I rested against the cold boulder, inhaling the scent of wood smoke from my mother’s chimney and staring down the path at the two sets of small footprints, one coming, one going. I am, by nature, a curious person. I don’t like unsolved mysteries. I pushed off from the rock and stepped into the woods, determined to find the child.

I could almost hear Del’s footsteps coming after me, feel her hand on my shoulder. Boo, she said. My best friend’s living in a goddamned for-real Indian tepee.

The old path to the Griswold place was overgrown but not impassable. Some of the saplings trying to grow in the middle of the trail had been recently trimmed, showing that someone had worked to keep the path clear. Opal was the only one I had seen using it, so maybe it was her handiwork. But these tracks looked too small to be Opal’s—she was a tall girl, like her mother. My feet in their boots sank into the soft snow, just as the child’s feet had. I continued on, my heartbeat quickening. I felt slightly dizzy. Disoriented. Part of me was ten again, hurrying down to Del.

Catch me if you can.

The tracks turned right onto the side path that led to the old leaning hunting camp, as I had somehow known they would. I stopped there at the fork, my heart thudding, and tried to convince myself to go home. Turn around. The coffee would be ready and in another hour or so the sun would melt the snow and the footprints would be gone. I could tell myself I dreamed it. It was just part of the dream I had that started with Tiny Marinelli’s warning: The dead can blame.

The few details I knew from the latest murder popped into my mind. Where had Tori’s body been found? Near the old cabin? Would I come across lines of police tape? Would there still be signs of what had happened just a week ago? And just what had happened? Was it really possible that whoever killed Del had killed again? That he had been in town this whole time, waiting, watching, living his life? And was Opal the intended target? Each question I asked seemed more absurd than the last.

I felt that old sense of danger that being in the cabin used to give me and pulled my coat tighter around me, wondering if I dared go on. I mean, there I was at seven in the morning in flannel pajamas. I wasn’t ready to go traipsing into a crime scene or come face-to-face with a killer. I hadn’t even had my coffee yet.

Despite my quickened breath and the cool dread that filled me, it was too late to turn back. There I stood, looking down the path that led to the old cabin Del’s grandfather had built. To a place I hadn’t been since the day before Del’s murder, when Del stormed out on me and Nicky, furious. Nicky said the building was still standing and I decided I needed to see for myself. There was nothing to be afraid of. It was just a kid I was chasing. I worked in a public elementary school after all—I could handle kids. I continued toward the cabin, eyes on the child’s tracks in the snow.

The old hunting camp was closer than I remembered. And smaller. Like a slightly oversized playhouse. There was no bright yellow police tape, no sign any crime had occurred either last week or thirty years ago. The front door was still missing and snow had drifted in. The small tracks led right through the cockeyed doorway. I stopped where I was and studied the crooked building. A house of cards, I thought. Just waiting to fall.

Then I heard laughter inside—the soft giggle of a child.

“Who’s there?” I called. “Is that you, Opal?”

Silence.

“Come on out now, I know you’re in there!”

More silence.

“You’re not in trouble. I’m not angry with you. I just want you to come out.” I tried to fill my voice with an adult authority I did not feel.

There was nothing. No sound or movement.

“I’m going to count to three and then I’m coming in there. I mean it. One,” I said, shifting from one foot to the other, hoping to see a small frightened face appear in the doorway.

“Two!” I didn’t want to go in there. Not then. Not ever. Seeing the dark little cabin was enough for me. I was ready to head home, make myself a steaming cup of coffee, and forget all about the footprints. I was too old to be playing Nancy Drew.

“Three!” Okay. It was just a child. A child playing games. Nothing to fear.

I mustered up my courage and stepped through the doorway. There was the same musty, mousy smell. The old cots were still along the walls, the potbellied stove was more rusted, but had not been moved. Nothing appeared to have changed. There had been no vandalizing, no Ted luvs Ann-Marie graffiti spray-painted on the walls. If kids had been there, they’d treated the place with respect; treated it like a shrine.

I looked under the cots and into the dark corners of the room. There was no sign of anyone downstairs. Then I heard a rustle from the loft. A soft scuttling that, absurdly, reminded me of a giant crab.

“Who’s there?” I called.

Just a child. A tuna-and milk-stealing child. No claws or pincers, no hideous exoskeleton.

“Hello?”

I half expected a familiar voice to come back to me: It’s Del. It’s Nicky. Come have a smoke.

But that was thirty years ago.

I approached the ladder and started up, gripping each rung tightly and stopping with each step to listen. The ladder felt steep and dangerous, a sure sign that I was not ten anymore. The rustling happened again, then stopped. I clung to the ladder, nearly halfway up, holding my breath, listening.

“Is anyone there?” I called, my voice high and soft, despite my best efforts. There was no response. No more sounds of movement above me. I continued my climb, the ladder creaking a little.

My head came level with the loft’s floor, and I nervously peeked over the edge at the open space, surprised yet relieved to see that I was alone. Mice, I told myself. Squirrels. Some trespassing rodent had made the sounds I heard. But wasn’t I the trespasser? And what about the footprints? A kid doesn’t just disappear into thin air. I scanned the empty space, not quite believing I was alone.

There was no mattress. No magazines. No place for a child to hide. There was only an old box of wooden matches, which had been chewed through by mice. Blue-tipped matches lay scattered, but there was something odd about the way they were spread out, something orderly. I hauled myself up into the loft for a closer look. There, where the mattress used to be, someone had used matchsticks to make letters that spelled out:


FIND ZACK

DEPUTY



My heart did a slow crawl into my throat and I could feel it pounding there, choking me. The command in matches stared up at me, daring me not to do as it said. My mind raced for an explanation, spinning its wheels in sand until finally, a plausible idea occurred to me, putting me back on solid ground. Back in the land of the living. Opal, it had to be Opal, desperate to make me believe. Then it occurred to me that only one person other than Del knew my old nickname.

“Nicky,” I mouthed the name, my throat still too full of fear to make a sound. I kicked the matches away, scattering them.

“Son of a bitch,” I gasped. “He knew I’d come here. Son of a bitch.” I backed down the ladder slowly, feeling tentatively for each rung beneath me. Once my feet were on the wooden floorboards, I heard a rustling in the loft again, but instead of climbing back up, I tore out of the cabin as fast as I could, my lungs aching for the fresh air.

The sun was up over the tree line, bright and blinding. The snow was melting quickly, taking with it the footprints I had followed. As I hurried back toward home, I wondered how Nicky had managed the trick with the footprints—he must have paid some kid to do it. He had set up the matches the day before, and then dropped by for a visit and set me up, talking about the old cabin. I had walked right into it—pathetic, really. But why had he gone to the trouble—to what end? To make me believe in ghosts? To send me on some wild goose chase back into my past? Find Zack, Deputy. What the hell could Nicky have to gain by my finding Zack, a man I had all but forgotten? A man who, last I heard, was up in Canada somewhere.

Zack had left New Hope shortly after Del’s murder. The police brought him in for questioning a few times (as they had done to several of the residents of New Hope) and once he was cleared of suspicion, he packed up his books and guitar and hitched a ride out of town.



I WALKED QUICKLY, fueled by my anger, and it was not long before I reached the boulder and saw the smoke rising from my mother’s chimney. A hot cup of strong coffee was just what I needed to clear the cobwebs and imaginary giggles from my head. A figure stepped out of the cabin’s front door and onto the steps. She turned my way, waving madly. It was Raven.

“Kate!” she called. “Where’s your mother?”

Shit. So much for that cup of coffee.

I started jogging through the slush.

“In her room?” I called back hopefully, but suddenly remembered undoing the padlock before hearing the meow.

“No. Her door’s unlocked and she’s not in the house. I thought maybe she was with you. Where were you?”

“I went for a quick walk. I was gone only twenty minutes, a half hour at the most.” She shot me an exasperated look and I knew she was right—my mother could do a lot of damage in half an hour.

But would she come back with a knife this time? Dried blood on her bandages?

“Come on, we’ve got to find her. I think she went out to the road.”

I jumped into Raven’s Blazer, self-consciously pulling my long coat closed to cover my pajamas.

“I thought I heard Magpie,” I told her, deciding not to mention the footprints. “Opal wasn’t out in the woods this morning, was she?”

“Jesus, Kate. Of course not. She was up at six and at the bus stop by six forty-five.”

I tried to picture the size of Opal’s feet and the more I thought about it, the more I convinced myself she couldn’t have made those tracks. They would have had to start at the big barn. These tracks seemed to begin and end at the old cabin.

Just some kid Nicky slipped five bucks. Some kid who had a talent for levitation. Maybe she swung her way to the cabin and back on tree limbs, Tarzan-style.

Raven and I wheeled out of the driveway, following what could’ve been my mother’s tracks through the slush. They headed out of New Hope and onto Bullrush Hill Road, where we lost them. Raven continued down the road, both of us desperately scanning the woods on either side.

“Kate, this is exactly why she can’t be on her own. I brought you some numbers. People to call about long-term care. There’s a facility in St. Johnsbury that would be perfect.”

“She doesn’t want to go to a home.”

“I know. I know she doesn’t. But you’re a nurse, for Christ’s sake. You must understand the situation. She’s not going to get any better. There’s this woman who teaches at the college—Meg Hammerstein. She wrote a book on dementia and runs a memory clinic for Alzheimer’s patients. I put her name and number in there for you, too. You should look her up.”

Raven was driving too fast. I strained to look into the brushy landscape rushing by. A snowshoe hare zigzagged across the road and into the woods. White as a ghost. Were ghosts white? Casper was white. White and harmless. Besides, there was no such thing as ghosts. Only desperate men playing elaborate games to make you believe. Damn him.

“It’s got so that your mother’s a danger to herself and others,” Raven continued. “That fire could have been a real disaster. As it was, we just lost the tepee. But what if there had been someone asleep in there? What if Opal or I had been in the tepee? It was the middle of the night. It was only dumb luck that Opal was sleeping at Tori’s and I was at my boyfriend’s.”

“My mother didn’t see anyone on the way to the tepee that night, did she?” I asked.

Raven took her eyes off the road and flashed me a look of disbelief. She glanced from my face to my pajamas and shook her head.

“Kate, it was three in the morning. Gabriel saw the flames from his window. He thought I was in there. He came running over in his underwear and found only your mother. She struggled with him. She bit his arm when he pulled her out—like she didn’t want to go.”

Now it was my turn to shake my head, not in disagreement, but just because something didn’t quite fit.

“She keeps telling me there was someone in there with her.”

“Sure she does. She’s got people with her all the time, Kate—dead people, people she hasn’t seen in ten years, young people who are now old. It’s part of her illness. She can’t differentiate between now and then. She can’t tell who’s there and who isn’t.”

Maybe it’s catching, I thought, remembering my wild goose chase this morning.

Raven slammed on the brakes when we got to the stop sign at the bottom of the hill. The Blazer skidded in the snow. The Griswolds’ farm was on our left. The EGGS HAY PIGS POTATOS sign swayed in the wind by the side of the road. I thought of the pigs, how badly I once feared their razor-sharp teeth.

“Damn it!” Raven pounded the steering wheel with her gloved hand. “Where the hell is she?”



RAVEN AND I LOOKED ALL MORNING for my mother. My penance for losing her was running all over town in my pajamas, asking everyone we came across if they’d seen her. Raven parked the Blazer and she and I went door to door—you haven’t by any chance noticed an old lady in a nightgown traipsing through your flowerbeds this morning? Gabriel searched the grounds at New Hope. Jim at the general store called the state police for us, and got some volunteer firefighters together to search through the woods between New Hope and town. Raven and I finally returned to my mother’s house to wait for word, only to discover that the phones were down again. The lines on Bullrush Hill seemed to go dead every time the wind blew or a few flakes of snow or ice fell. Sometimes they’d be out for days for no apparent reason at all. It had been this way as long as I could remember.

I put on some clothes while Raven started a pot of soup—she said she had to keep busy or she’d go nuts. I stood on the front steps and opened the pack of cigarettes I’d picked up at Haskie’s, knowing how absurd it was. I haven’t smoked since college. I’m a nurse. I jog many miles a week through the rainy hills of Seattle, only occasionally treat myself to a non-fat frozen yogurt, always choose the baked potato over the fries. But I sure as hell wasn’t going to be calmed down by slicing up a bunch of carrots and rutabagas.

Opal surprised us by coming home from school early.

“What’s wrong?” Raven asked.

“Headache.”

“Again?”

“I’m fine, Mom. I just needed to come home.”

Raven filled her in on my mother’s escape, placing the blame heavily on me, which I willingly accepted. Opal offered to help with the soup and pulled up the sleeves of her sweater before getting started.

“My watch!” I said.

Opal looked puzzled, then touched it, smiled self-consciously, and took it off, handing it to me without explanation—almost as if she hadn’t realized it was there. Like it had suddenly materialized from the ether as soon as she entered the cabin.

“Uh, I think I’m gonna go to the big barn and lie down,” she said, more to Raven than to me. In fact, she was studiously avoiding eye contact with me.

Raven nodded and Opal slunk away, shoulders hunched, eyes on the floor.

“She borrows things,” Raven explained once Opal had gone. “She only does it to people she likes, so count yourself lucky. She would have given the watch back eventually. She doesn’t mean any harm. Most of the time, I don’t even think she’s aware she’s doing it.”

Now it was my turn to nod. Kleptomania with a touch of amnesia thrown in for fun. Add death threats from ghosts to that and some psychiatrist was going to have a field day with this kid.

When had Opal taken my watch? Surely I would have noticed if she’d done it during our visit last night. Did she sneak back into the studio once I was asleep? Was she to blame for my feeling this morning that someone had been in the room, watching me sleep? And had she come to visit before? If so, what, if anything, had she taken?

“I know she’s becoming quite attached to you,” Raven said. “But I have to ask again that you please not encourage these ghost fantasies. I don’t want Del Griswold talked about. Not in any context. Have I made myself clear?”

“As crystal,” I said, buckling my watch on tight.



AROUND NOON, we heard a car pull up in the drive and rushed out to see Nicky Griswold helping my mother out of his truck.

Raven ran to her and gave her a suffocating hug.

“Jean, you gave us such a fright!”

“Had to get some eggs,” my mother said. She looked at me and winked. “I know you,” she said.

Raven put her arm around my mother and led her into the house.

“Where’d you find her?” I asked Nicky.

“She was walking around in the woods out behind our old place.”

“And what were you doing there?” Grateful as I was that he’d delivered my mother safely home, I was unable to hide the accusing tone in my voice.

“Just poking around. I had this crazy dream last night that the old cabin burned down. Someone was playing with matches.”

This was too much.

“Yeah, I bet you did.” I couldn’t hold back any longer. “Someone was playing with matches all right. That was a pretty strange idea of a joke, Nicky.”

He looked bewildered.

“Look, I just went out there to see if the cabin was okay, and I came across Jean in her nightie and slippers. I brought her straight back here. I knew you’d be worried sick.”

“Yeah, and what about yesterday? Were you out there yesterday, too? Is that when you did it? Was it before or after you talked to me? And where’d you find the kid who left the tracks this morning?”

He shook his head slowly, held his big hands up in a let’s-all-calm-down gesture. He was going to do his best to make me feel as if I were the one who’d gone off the deep end. I couldn’t believe I’d felt so drawn to him the day before—I was ready to throttle him now.

“Kate, I don’t know what you’re talking about. Sounds like you’re the one whose been bit by the Wild Turkey.”

“Find Zack, Deputy! That’s what I’m talking about. The message you left for me in the cabin. Pretty twisted, Nicky. I don’t like being played with.”

“I didn’t leave any message in the cabin. I haven’t been to the cabin in months. Find Zack? That’s crazy. Zack’s right here in town. He teaches up at the college. We go out for a beer now and then.”

Nicky was a convincing liar and it made me furious. I took a ragged breath.

“I appreciate your bringing my mother home, but I’d like you to leave now.”

He looked like a dog that had been kicked in the belly. I almost regretted being so harsh.

“Look,” he said, chewing on his lip before continuing. “There’s something else. Something I found in the woods before I ran into your mother.”

He walked around to the back of his truck and reached down into the bed to pull out a bundle wrapped in red cloth. I moved in for a closer look, suspicious but curious. Raven opened the door, came down the steps to join us, and reported that my mother was in dry clothes eating lunch.

“What’s that?” Raven asked as she stared at the wadded-up flannel shirt in Nicky’s arms.

He lifted up a corner and we saw a tuft of fur. I reached out and pulled the shirt back the rest of the way, letting out a stifled cry.

“Jesus!”

It was Magpie. Her throat was slit clean through, the white fur on her chest soaked in blood. Her body was soft and limp, the blood still damp. She hadn’t been dead long. I jerked my hand away and rubbed it clean on my jeans.

“Jesus,” I said again.

“Your mother’s, isn’t she?” Nicky asked.

I nodded, glancing at Raven. Her eyes were huge.

“You think it was a fisher? Or a coyote?” Raven asked.

“It wasn’t any animal.” Nicky shook his head slowly. “Not a four-legged one, anyway.”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a wadded-up red bandanna. He opened it up and took out a Swiss Army knife. I recoiled. It looked an awful lot like my knife. But they were common things. Red knives with a large blade and small, bottle opener, screwdriver, corkscrew. And my knife was tucked safely in my pocketbook, wasn’t it?

“That cut on her throat is clean and straight, and I found this next to the body. Far as I know, fisher cats don’t need Swiss Army knives.”

Raven shivered. “Where’d you find her?”

“Out in the woods, along the path that runs between our old place and here.”

“Wait a minute,” Raven said, “isn’t that where you went for your walk this morning, Kate?”

“Yeah, but I didn’t see anything. I thought I heard the cat out there, so I went to look.” I sounded unconvincing, even to myself. I knew better than to throw in the minor details of the child-sized footprints and giggles I heard in the cabin.

Raven folded the old shirt back over Magpie and took the cat from Nicky’s arms, carrying the wrapped bundle over to her Blazer, where she laid it down carefully in the backseat.

“I’ll bury her,” she said. “We shouldn’t tell Jean. We can’t let her see this. It would wreck her. And I want that knife, Nicky.”

Nicky handed her the Swiss Army knife, nodded at both of us—his wordless good-bye—got in his truck, and backed out of the driveway. Raven followed, saying she’d be back later to check on my mother.

“Don’t leave her alone again,” she said, her words more a warning than a request.

I stood a minute, listening to the car sounds fade. As I turned to go back into the house, my mother appeared in the doorway, holding a torn piece of bread topped with sliced turkey and an egg-sized glob of mustard.

“Where’d he go?” My mother asked. “I brought him a sandwich. Such a nice man. If you weren’t already married, I’d say you should settle down with him.”

“Nicky’s a turd, Ma.”

“Who?”

“Nicky Griswold. The man who brought you home. The man you made the sandwich for.”

My mother nodded serenely.

“Such a nice man. His sister was killed in the woods. Poor thing. They slit her throat, you know.”

No. Del was strangled. It’s the cat with the slit throat.

She took a bite of the mangled sandwich and wandered back inside.

“Poor little thing,” she mumbled, her mouth full of turkey and bread.
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Early to Mid-June, 1971



IT WAS THE LAST DAY OF SCHOOL, June 16, that my great plan backfired, as the plans of unpopular fifth graders desperate to make friends are doomed to backfire. I remember the date clearly, even now, because it was later that evening that Del’s body was found. These two events—my betrayal and her murder—have become so strongly linked in my mind that it is like one could not have existed without the other. Other than her killer, I was the last person to see Del alive. And when I last saw her, she was running from me. Running as fast as her scrawny legs with their scabby kneecaps would carry her.

In those last weeks before both my fifth grade year and Del Griswold’s life ended, things at New Hope were coming to a head. Life in the tepee had been far from peaceful. Lazy Elk, it turned out, was the father of Doe’s baby, Raven. Mimi was the one to tell my mother, who—instead of tearfully, yet with quiet dignity, thanking Mimi for her honesty—immediately accused Mimi of being a meddler and rumormonger who couldn’t stand to see anyone else happy. Mimi stalked out of the tepee, with my mother shouting after her, “You don’t know anything about it!” Soon after that unhappy scene, Lazy Elk slunk through the tepee’s flap, sent, no doubt, by Mimi or even Gabriel himself. He admitted that, yes, there had been one, or perhaps three or four, indiscretions with Doe, some time ago, but they had just been having a good time you know, maybe they’d smoked a little, and it didn’t have anything to do with his feelings for his Jeanie-Bird. Jeanie-Bird wasn’t having any of it. She pummeled his chest, sobbing, saying, Liar! over and over. Then she told him to get the hell out.

There was a heated community meeting in the big barn that evening that went on past midnight. Doe’s boyfriend, Shawn, was not in attendance—apparently he had hopped into his battered El Dorado and set off for California that morning as soon as he had learned Raven wasn’t his. I was sent out after the first hour, when things began to turn nasty. I listened from time to time outside the door to the raised voices, the pointed accusations. Doe and my mother went at each other—Lazy Elk attempted to intervene, but they both turned on him. Everyone, it seemed, had some choice words for Lazy Elk. The problem, announced Gabriel again and again, was one of deception. No one was judging Lazy Elk for sleeping with Doe—after all, they were consenting adults, and nobody at New Hope bought into the patriarchal trip of obligatory monogamy, of ownership of one person’s body by another. The issue was that he had lied to everyone about it, and had insisted that Doe cooperate in the lie. It was the lying he was on trial for and, in the end, found guilty of. The decision that came near one in the morning was unanimous—Lazy Elk was no longer welcome at New Hope. So the next day, Mark Lubofski packed his clothes, his table, and his jewelry-making supplies into his VW bus and got an apartment in town. No one was sure why he hadn’t gone farther. He wanted to be close to the baby, some speculated. He still loved my mother and hoped she would take him back, was what a few murmured to one another.

I subscribed to the latter theory. In the days following his banishment from the hill, I would ride my bike into town and circle around his apartment building. Once, I caught him watching me from an upstairs window. I signaled for him to come down, and he just gave an awkward wave, then closed the curtain.

Before Lazy Elk moved out of the tepee for good, I stole something from him. It was a necklace he’d made from bits of carved wood, beer can pop tops, and a shotgun shell. I kept it under my pillow, my own talisman for calling him back to us.

Just days after Lazy Elk left, my mother took New Hope’s youngest member (not counting myself and baby Raven)—nineteen-year-old Zack, the college dropout—as her lover. My mother was forty-one, the same age I am now.

It was his heartbreak song that did it. He came by the tepee with his guitar after Lazy Elk had moved out the last of his things and sang my mother a song (an original this time, not one of Dylan’s)—“I wrote it thinkin’ about what happened to you, Jean”—about how being wronged was no reason to close down your heart for good. I stood behind him and made gagging motions, trying to catch my mother’s glance and crossing my eyes. But my mother, with tears in her eyes, hugged him tightly for so long that I thought she might never let go. I couldn’t believe it.

“It’s just a dumb song,” I said as she clutched him.

She flashed me a look over his shoulder, banishing me from the tepee as well. I stomped out. When I came back later, Zack’s guitar was next to the closed curtain that surrounded her bed.

“Just a dumb song,” I mumbled as I got into bed and clung to the necklace.

Zack, unlike Lazy Elk, seemed to have no expectations of me. He did not try to treat me like a daughter or go out of his way to befriend me. He did not take me on walks through the woods or tell me bedtime stories about Trickster Coyote. Zack barely acknowledged me, coming and going from my mother’s bed like a thief with a nervous little smile on his face. If I stared at him long enough, I could make his ears glow red.

But the thing I remember most about their brief affair was how he made my mother laugh. I don’t know what he said or did, but night after night, I would hear my mother’s laughter from behind the curtain enclosing her bed. She would laugh quietly at first, a little embarrassed maybe, then her laughter became louder—uncontrollable, hysterical, almost weeping. And beneath this, I would hear the sound of his whispers, the rustle of sheets.

It was also around this time that my mother began to sew. Needlework was my mother’s first foray into the world of arts and crafts. After this, she would try weaving, pottery, and, finally, painting, which would stick, but in the beginning, my mother sewed.

She set up a little sewing table in the area of the tepee where Lazy Elk had made his jewelry—as if she had to fill that space somehow, make it her own. Her first project was a pillow with cross-stitching: A Happy Home Is a Home of Love. It seemed a funny message considering all that had happened in her own home. And a funny picture: a carefully stitched, square white house with neat blue curtains and perfectly symmetrical trees in the yard. I tried to imagine the tiny family you might see if you could open the door or pull back the curtain. I knew they’d be a different family than we were. The kids would have a mother and a father. A dog maybe. Hot running water. Steak dinners. The tiny people who lived in that house had nothing to do with our lives, is what I thought back then, at ten years old, watching my mother sew.

Sewing seemed to keep my mother happy, to give her something to help fill her days. And at night, she had Zack. After dinner, he’d play his guitar while she sewed, then they’d give each other a conspiratorial look and rush off to bed.

Desperate, I rode my bike down and left a note in Lazy Elk’s mailbox, telling him about Zack and that he needed to come home and make things right before it was too late. He never came. I guess he figured it was already too late, Zack or no Zack.

When I filled Del in on the saga of Droopy Moose (deciding to leave out the part about Zack) she laughed and said he must not have been so droopy after all. Not the important parts at least. I pretended to get the joke. I also pretended that it didn’t matter that he was gone. No skin off my butt. He was just a dumb hippie with a goofy name anyway.



THE DAY BEFORE SCHOOL LET OUT, I went to the field looking for Del in the afternoon, carrying the necklace I’d taken from Lazy Elk to give to her. No longer believing it held the power to bring him back, I wanted it gone. I was hoping to use it as a sort of conciliatory gesture: Del had not been entirely satisfied with the job I’d done spying on Ellie and Sam.

My double agent scheme had been going as planned for weeks. I simply told both sides what they wanted to hear, sprinkling the made-up stories with bits of truth. To win and keep the friendships of Ellie and Samantha, I reported that yes, it was true that the Potato Girl rode her pony naked—I even told them he was called Spitfire. I told them her bedroom was really the root cellar and that she knew how to shoot a gun.

I told Del that Ellie wore a retainer at night, that Samantha had an older sister who was retarded (both true), and that they were both secretly in love with school bad boy Artie Paris (this, of course, was pure fiction, but Del ate it up).

In the last week of school, both sides were desperate for the ultimate dirt. They seemed unimpressed with whatever tidbits I brought them. I was afraid of losing my hold on Ellie and Sam, who demanded that I bring them something really good. And Del was unmoved when I told her that both Ellie and Sam had had lice, warts, pinworm. I had to pull out the big guns.

So I told Del that Ellie had invited Artie over to her house and they ended up kissing. Del didn’t believe me—she rolled her eyes, shook her head, and said simply, No way. I worked hard to convince her, making up details as I went along: they were in Ellie’s basement, Artie forced Ellie into it at first, then she realized it wasn’t so bad and gave in. I even told Del that Ellie, who didn’t know any better, worried that she’d gotten pregnant from the kissing and was always asking her friends if they thought she was starting to show.

“Stuupid!” Del exclaimed, and I wasn’t sure if she meant my story or Ellie thinking she was pregnant.

And to Ellie and Sam, I told a half truth, simply because I’d run out of lies. I told them I knew Del had a tattoo.

“No way!” they squealed. “What of?”

We were standing in our usual meeting place, under the monkey bars. Other kids walked by, and I felt warm all over, proud and glowing to be seen talking with Ellie and Sam day after day. Only when Del watched us did I feel the cool pangs of guilt and regret.

“I’m not sure,” I told them. “I only saw the edge of it when she was changing once.”

“Are you sure?”

“Swear to god. It’s right on her chest.”

“It’s probably a potato!” Sam suggested.

“The part I saw was all black,” I told them.

“A rotten potato!” Ellie cackled.

What I didn’t know, what never occurred to me, so secure had I become in my role as informer, was that a boy named Travis Greene, who had a crush on Ellie, would also be told about the tattoo, and that he in turn would tell most of his friends, including Tommy Ducette, the fat kid and number-one henchman of Artie Paris. Nor did I know that on the last day of school, Artie Paris had something planned—his good-bye gift to Number 5 Elementary School and its graduating class of fifth graders.



WHEN I COULD NOT FIND DEL in the fields or root cellar, I decided she must be up at the cabin. I began to make my way from the root cellar to the woods, Lazy Elk’s necklace tucked into my pocket, but was stopped by the excitement in the pigpen. One pig, it seemed, had gone crazy.

It trotted in circles around the pen, squealing—screaming, really. When another got in its way, the crazy pig would lash out, butting against it, biting.

I stood, pressed against the fence, trying to get its attention.

“It’s okay, Pig,” I said. “Come on now, Pig.”

But the pig just ran harder, faster, looking like it would take flight, like it thought if it just could run fast enough, it might be able to escape.

“You get away from them pigs now!”

I jerked away from the fence and turned to see Del’s father standing before me, a man I’d only glimpsed from a distance. Ralph Griswold was a tall man in dirty bib overalls, with large square shoulders and a boxy jaw covered in dark stubble. His black hair peeked out from under his cap and was just long enough to cover his ears. He had Del’s pale gray-blue eyes.

About the only thing on earth that Del was afraid of was her own daddy and there he was, three feet away from me.

“I was…just looking for Del.” As I spoke, I noticed the man’s hands, big as boards. In his right hand, he carried a large pistol.

“Well she ain’t in the pigpen is she? Now get! You’re worrying my pigs!” He waved his hand at me, the one that did not hold the gun. I took off running and when I got to the path, I heard a single shot, but did not dare to turn around.

I was out of breath when I made it to the clearing. My legs felt like rubber bands. I heard voices from inside the cabin and called out as I approached.

“Del? Nicky?”

My shouting was followed by silence, then I watched as a familiar figure hurried through the leaning cabin’s doorway. It was Zack—the boy who made my mother laugh herself to sleep each night. He wore a white T-shirt and blue jeans with holes at the knees. He was barefoot, just like always. Zack had not worn shoes since I met him, except for a pair of red rubber boots he slipped on to go out in snow. I imagined my mother’s sheets must have been filthy from the dirt he carried in on his feet.

“Hey,” he said when he saw me. It was the greeting he always gave, whether he was sitting down opposite me at community dinner in the big barn or crawling out from behind my mother’s curtain first thing in the morning.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, truly perplexed. I watched as his ears reddened. I felt unsettled, like my two worlds had somehow slipped together without my knowledge or consent. I would’ve been just as surprised to find Del shoveling a loaf of bread into the oven at New Hope.

“Nothin’.” He shrugged, looked around the clearing as though I bored him. “Just out walking. See ya, Katydid.” And with this, he was headed back down the path with his usual tall man loping gait. First, Zack invaded my life in the tepee, now here he was at Del’s. Who did he think he was?

I stepped inside the cabin and heard rustling from the loft.

“Del?” I called. My mind raced. Had Zack been there to meet Del? Could he be the mysterious boy who gave her the tattoo? It dawned on me abruptly that Zack’s last name was Messier—was that what the M stood for? My stomach churned at the thought.

“Just me,” Nicky’s voice drifted down. He peeked his head through the loft’s rail and smiled down at me. “Come on up, Desert Rose. Have a smoke with me.”

I climbed the ladder. Nicky was sitting on the mattress. Beside it sat a good-sized bag of pot. The air was sweet with its smoke. It was a smell I knew well from New Hope. It was Lazy Elk’s smell.

“What’s new?” he asked as he handed me a Camel. His eyes were red and glossy. He was playing with the plastic-handled hunting knife, sliding it in and out of its leather sheath.

I breathlessly told Nicky about what I’d just seen down by the pigs, about meeting his father with the gun and the shot I heard fired. Nicky only nodded.

“That sow’s not right. Hasn’t been the same since she had the piglets. Daddy’s turning her into bacon. One shot, right in the middle of the head.” Nicky turned his hand into a gun. “Bang,” he said, then blew on his fingertip.

I was quiet a minute. Nicky sat smiling stupidly at me, looking like some part of him was far away.

“You’ve been smoking dope,” I said.

“And?” he asked, eyebrows raised.

“And how do you know Zack?”

“I know lots of people.”

“Well what was he doing here?”

“Bringing me this,” Nicky answered, nodding at the pot.

“He gives it to you?”

“No dummy, I buy it from him. It’s some good stuff. Want to try a little?”

“Nope.”

“Wimp.”

“Am not. For your information, I could smoke that stuff any time I wanted at home.”

He shook his head, grinning now.

“You’re such a wimp.”

“Bullshit,” I said.

“Ouch, the little lady swears. You been hangin’ out with my trash-mouthed sister too long. She’s what you might call a bad influence.”

“Funny, she says the same about you.”

“Double ouch. And tell me, Desert Rose, just what has Del told you about me?”

“That you’re really just fourteen, not sixteen like you say, that you’re B-A-D spells bad, and that you’ve got some kind of secret or something.”

“My oh my, how the baby sister talks. And did she say what this big secret I’m supposed to have is?”

“Nope. Just that I might not want to know you if I found out.”

Nicky chewed on his thumbnail.

“You really think if I told you, you might not want to know me anymore?”

I shrugged my shoulders, looked at his moist eyes, and thought, No way.

“What, did you kill someone or something?” I laughed.

“Nah, it ain’t nothin’ like that. It’s…well, it’s complicated. That’s all.”

“I know all about complicated,” I said, thinking of the mess at New Hope.

“It’s not that I think you wouldn’t get it, it’s just that I don’t know how to explain it right. But I will. I promise. I’ll figure it out and I’ll tell you the whole story.”

“When?”

“Soon, Desert Rose. I promise.” He reached out and took my hand, looked down at it, then smiled his sly fox smile. “I got another secret, though. Want to hear it?”

“I guess,” I said, disappointed that I would have to settle for some second-rate confession.

“Long as you promise not to run away and think I’m B-A-D spells bad and all that.”

I glanced at Nicky and he squeezed my hand. He was smiling at me, and his teeth were so white they seemed to glow. Teeth are bones, I remember thinking. This made me smile.

“I promise,” I said.

“Good. Now here it is. Lean closer so I can whisper it.”

I leaned in. Nicky’s breath was warm against my ear and cheek. He smelled like marijuana and cigarettes, but under that I detected a musky smell, like sweat only more pleasant.

“I’d like to kiss you. I’d like it an awful lot. And I think you’d like to kiss me, too.” The words were moist puffs that seemed to hit my skin and sink in, warming the flesh beneath.

“Would you?” he asked, his voice low and more gravelly than ever. “Would you like to kiss me, too?”

I nodded. Closed my eyes like the girls in movies did. His lips came against mine softly, like a butterfly landing, but once there, pressed harder. He took my lips between his and sucked them, pried them open with his tongue. His tongue worked its way around my mouth like some kind of grub seeking the darkest, dampest corner of my mouth. His teeth hit mine, clacking so hard I thought we would both walk away with chips like the one Del had. I wondered if that’s how she got hers: from kissing.

Kissing seemed like getting into a train wreck. There was that much force. That much danger. As we kissed, I remembered the sound of that single shot fired right into the brain of the pig. My own head buzzed. My teeth ached. I thought I tasted blood.

We kissed until our lips were swollen and our mouths dry. Until I forgot all about what bad secrets Nicky might have. I learned to use my tongue the same way Nicky used his. He gripped my shoulders so tight that I had bruises the next morning. His breath was coming so hard and fast that I thought he would turn blue and pass out.

“Hang on,” I mumbled, or tried to mumble as he kept pressing his mouth against mine. It could have gone on forever. And may have. But Del’s voice stopped everything.

“TRAITORS!” she screamed, her voice filling the cabin, a force all its own, more powerful than the train wreck that was our kissing, more startling than the crack of her daddy’s pistol. We jerked apart and looked down from the loft just in time to see Del bolt out through the open doorway. I turned to Nicky, but there was no question of whether we should go on kissing. What I saw in his eyes was not love or lust or even guilt, but pure, stark fear.

We scrambled down the ladder after Del, but she was long gone. Nicky told me to head home. He said he’d find Del back at their place and patch things up. She might need some time to cool down, but he promised she’d be fine by morning. I pulled the necklace I’d brought for her out of my pocket.

“Give this to her,” I told Nicky. “And tell her I’m still her deputy.” Nicky nodded, and went down the hill after his sister.



WHEN DEL WOULDN’T LOOK AT ME, refused to even look up from the ground the next morning at the bus stop, I realized that Nicky hadn’t been able to keep his promise to make things right. And although I wanted nothing more than to get down on my knees and beg her forgiveness, I was afraid. Afraid she would just humiliate me further, make me feel worse than I did.

I wanted to ask if Nicky had given her the necklace, make some joke about Droopy Moose, say it was true that I was her deputy always. Her best friend forever.

But the only thing I could think of to say was about that crazy sow.

“I heard your daddy killed a pig yesterday.” This at least got her attention. She raised her head and I saw that her left eye was black and blue, nearly swollen shut. She looked at me with such fierce hatred that I was relieved to hear the bus coming, to see the flashers go on as Ron slowed to a stop and swung open the doors.



ALL MY LIFE I have wished I could go back and live two moments differently. I do not long to travel back through time and change the fate that led me to drop out of med school and get married, or the choice I later made to abort the only child Jamie and I conceived. No, odd as it may seem, the two instants I wish I could do over both took place on June 16, 1971, when I was ten years old.

The first was that morning at the bus stop. I would get down on my knees and beg forgiveness. I would promise whatever Del asked, do whatever she wanted. I would demand to know who had given her the black eye, and swear vengeance upon him, upon anyone who would hurt her.

The second thing I would take back was what happened later that day. It was, I believe in my heart, even now, the worst thing I’ve ever done. Yes, I abandoned my mother; yes, I aborted a child that I truly wanted; yes, I have been unkind and uncharitable a thousand times. But this is the one thing that comes back to me in endless bad dreams, keeping me awake at night as I replay the scene again and again, imagining that it turned out differently, but knowing it was too late.

And still, I’m left with that last image of Del running from me, frightened. For years, this is how she’s haunted me. I should have known she wouldn’t let it go at that.
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November 15, 2002



THE MORNING AFTER NICKY RETURNED my runaway mother and her dead cat, the phones were back up. I took out the list Raven had given me and made some appointments to visit nursing homes, and also phoned Meg Hammerstein—the memory specialist—who offered to see me that afternoon. I called over to the big barn and Gabriel agreed to come sit with my mother while I was out. Apprehensive as I was about putting my mother in a nursing home, it felt good to be making calls, crossing things off my list. Gabriel was overjoyed that I’d finally put things in motion.

I was jotting down some questions to ask Meg when the police knocked on the door. They were the same two men who’d been by to question me about the night of Tori’s murder, then returned to ask about Del—they wore plainclothes and carried their badges in their pockets, their guns strapped into shoulder holsters. They reintroduced themselves—detectives Stone and Weingarten. I stood out on the steps talking with them, leaving my mother inside, busy with her oatmeal at the kitchen table.

“We understand you’ve been out walking in the woods,” Stone began. He was always the one to do the talking; the other guy just seemed to take notes.

“Sure. And?”

“Were you out in the woods the night Tori Miller was killed?”

“No, I told you already. I was home all night with my mother.”

He nodded, then raised his eyebrows. “With your mother who has a questionable memory.”

“She has Alzheimer’s.” My voice shook a little. I strained to stay in control.

“Tell us about your mother’s cat.”

“Magpie?” The absurdity of the question caught me off guard.

“The young lady…Raven, showed us the cat. She said you were in the woods a few hours before the cat was found.”

That’s when I lost my temper.

“Just let me get this straight—Raven thinks I killed Magpie. That’s great. Did she mention a motive? Do I make out like a bandit in Magpie’s will?” They both stared at me, expressionless. “Listen, I liked that cat,” I finished lamely.

“The night before last, we understand your mother called nine-one-one and reported that you’d hurt her cat. She also said you knew the girl who was killed. Did you know Tori Miller?”

“No! I never even heard of her until a few days ago. My mother is sick and very confused. How many times do I have to explain that to you? Jesus, you met her. Didn’t you pick up on the fact that she’s suffering from dementia? She was talking about Del Griswold. She was saying I knew Del thirty years ago!”

“Why don’t you tell us again about your relationship with Delores Griswold.”

Here we go again. It always came back to Del.

I took a breath. Regained my composure. “There’s nothing to tell. She lived at the bottom of the hill. We rode the bus together. That’s all.”

“One more thing, Ms. Cypher,” Stone said. “Do you own a Swiss Army knife?”

I thought about lying, but it seemed silly. “Yes, I do. It’s in my pocketbook.”

“Would you mind getting it?” he said.

“Not at all.”

My pocketbook was on the table by the door and I opened it and began rummaging through it. Powder compact. Keys to the rental car. Key ring from home. Cell phone that was totally useless in the hills of Vermont. Pack of spearmint gum. Assorted pens.

“I’m sure it’s here somewhere,” I said. “Everything but the kitchen sink seems to be.”

I got no response. It was a pretty lousy joke anyway.

I unzipped the seldom-used side pocket, feeling something hard stuffed into it. Had to be the knife. But what I saw made me nearly cry out.

“Got it, Ms. Cypher?” Stone asked.

“No, it doesn’t seem to be here.”

My hands were trembling slightly now. My right hand was stuffed into the purse, touching what I prayed neither detective had caught sight of because if they did it was Go to jail, go directly to jail for me.

Tucked into the side pocket of my leather purse was Del’s old silver sheriff’s star.

I’m sheriff of this whole rotten town.

My upper lip and forehead were damp with perspiration.

Just breathe, I told myself. Act natural.

“Could this be your knife?” Weingarten asked, holding out a small plastic bag with a red knife inside.

I squinted at the bag.

“I don’t know. It looks like that. Maybe. But I always keep my knife in my pocketbook.”

And now it’s gone. Replaced by Del’s star. Did whoever took the knife give me the star? Was this some kind of setup? And how long, exactly, had my knife been missing? How long had I been carrying that star?

Breathe. Do not panic now.

“Well, we’re running some tests on the knife.”

“Tests?”

“Blood tests. Just to make sure it’s only cat blood on the knife. Ms. Cypher, would you consent to being fingerprinted?”

“What? No! I mean, it’s a waste of time. The whole thing is absurd. I did not kill the cat, even if it turns out it was my knife that was used.”

But I am holding on to Del’s old sheriff’s star, right this moment as we speak.

“If we find anything to connect this weapon to Tori Miller’s murder, I’m afraid we’ll have to bring you in and get those prints,” Stone said.

I slowly pulled my hand out of the bag, making sure the star was tucked into the deepest, darkest corner of the pocket, then zipped it up tight.

Was I being framed? And if so, how far did the killer go? Was my little yuppie wine-and-cheese knife used to cut off a piece of Tori Miller’s skin?

I gave an involuntary shiver.

“Is that all, gentlemen? I have to get back to my mother.”

“We’ll be in touch,” said Stone.



I WAS IN A LOW, brick, ivy-covered building of faculty offices looking for Meg Hammerstein and trying desperately not to think about my missing knife or the dead girl’s star in my purse when I saw the name on one of the doors—Zachary Messier.

Find Zack, Deputy.

Well, here he was, only it felt more like he’d found me.

The door stood slightly ajar and when I peeked in, I saw a man with a receding hairline and a goatee sitting behind a desk. His hair, once a vivid auburn, was now dull and giving way to gray but still long, worn back in a ponytail. He’d filled out over the years and looked the part of the college professor: white shirt, open at the collar, tan corduroy jacket with elbow patches. The only out-of-character-for-a-professor thing was a large round silver pendant dangling from a strand of leather around his neck.

“Zack?” I called from the doorway.

“Hi!” he called back, smiling as he studied my face, struggling to put a name to it. He squinted over the top of the small rectangular glasses perched on the end of his nose.

“It’s Kate, Jean Cypher’s daughter.”

“Oh Jesus, sure. Of course. Raven said you were in town. Come in, please.” He gave a warm smile and gestured me in.

I made my way into the tiny office. The back wall was covered by shelves sagging with books. The ones that didn’t fit on the shelves sat in piles all over the desk and floor—many of them seemed to be about the Revolutionary War. He had a couple of diplomas framed on the wall along with a picture of a group of people on a sailboat. It seemed he’d come a long way since his days at New Hope. Then I noticed the elaborate mandala painting and a guitar stashed in the corner, beside the desk. Maybe none of us really change, despite the diplomas, thinning hair, and spiffy wardrobe.

He stood up, the clunky silver pendant swinging out a little as he reached across the desk and took my hand, wrapping it securely in both of his.

“It’s really good to see you, Kate.” His hands were as warm as his smile.

“I only have a minute. I’m actually here to see Meg Hammerstein.” I stood awkwardly, waiting for him to let go. When he did, he gestured toward the empty chair across the desk from him and I sat down.

“How’s your mom, Kate?” I glanced down under the desk and was relieved to see he wore shoes. Black penny loafers polished to a shine.

“Um, not so good. I was hoping to get some advice from this woman Meg. Raven recommended her.”

“Meg’s great. She’ll be a wonderful resource.” He sighed, leaned across his desk, put one hand to his heart, and reached for mine with the other. He held my gaze, his blue eyes moist and sincere, the whites flecked with red. “I’m so sorry about Jean. I get up there from time to time but work’s been crazy the past few weeks so I haven’t had a chance.”

I nodded understandingly.

On his desk was a plastic bag of cookies. He saw me eyeing them and offered me one. I declined. He helped himself.

“You sure?” he asked. “Oatmeal carob chip. I’m addicted.”

I shook my head.

“I didn’t even know you were in town. Last I heard you were in Canada.”

“I was. When I left Vermont I drifted around for a while and eventually ended up in Halifax, where I apprenticed as a boat builder. After a few years of that, I decided it was time to go back to school and ended up in Toronto. Once I got my Ph.D., I took a job teaching there. I stayed until just about two years ago, when I saw an ad in a journal for this position. It was like the job found me and told me it was time to come home.”

“New Canaan must seem pretty dull after Toronto,” I said.

“On the contrary. It’s the best move I’ve ever made. My only regret is that I waited so long.”

I nodded, then my eyes went back to the sailboat photo on the wall.

“Is that my mother on the boat with you?”

He smiled and took the silver-framed picture off the wall and passed it to me for closer inspection. On the deck of the boat were Zack, Raven, Opal, and my mother, all with wind-tousled hair and sunburned cheeks.

“It was taken just last year. God, Jean loved the open water. She got such a kick out of the boat. She was a hell of a sailor, too. You should have seen her.”

“Is it your boat?”

He smiled proudly. “She’s moored up on Lake Champlain. Know what her name is? Hope Floats. An homage to New Hope. Gabriel was thrilled, but I haven’t been able to get him out on the water. Too bourgeois, I guess.”

My mother had never mentioned these sailing trips to me. I didn’t even know Zack was in town, never mind taking my mother out on Lake Champlain in his boat. How many little details of her life were there that I would never know now, gone forever?

“So you and Raven have gotten to know each other?”

“Raven’s wonderful. She’s working on a psychology degree, you know. She’s actually taking a class of mine now. She comes by to borrow books and bounce ideas off me. She’s the one who baked the cookies. Sure you don’t want one?”

I shook my head. Zack helped himself to a second cookie.

“And Opal,” he said. “She’s a hell of a kid. I’ve been so worried about her since her friend was killed. How’s she doing?”

“Not great. Raven’s made an appointment with a psychiatrist.”

“God, what a horrible thing to go through. I should call over there and see if there’s anything I can do.” He brushed the crumbs out of his goatee.

I looked at his necklace, which I thought might be a small clock or pocket watch. It was thick enough to have tiny gears inside and looked like it had a catch on the top to open it up.

He saw me looking and held it out for closer inspection.

“Beautiful, isn’t it? It represents the Wheel of Life. It’s Tibetan.”

Engraved on the face were three concentric rings divided into spokes. The outer ring had twelve, the next six, and the final ring, two. In the center were a snake, a pig, and a rooster. Inside each spoke were other engraved pictures: a potter, a monkey picking fruit, a woman giving birth, and various gods and humans engaged in acts I couldn’t identify from such a quick look.

“This outer ring represents the twelve links of causality,” Zack said.

I nodded as if I had the slightest clue what he was talking about.

“And here, in this ring, we have the six realms of existence: gods, titans, humans, animals, hungry ghosts, and hell.”

My eye was drawn to the image of the hungry ghosts: three ungainly creatures huddled together with long, thin necks and desperate eyes.

“Hungry ghosts?” I said.

“Those who, after death, are so attached by desire to this world that they remain ghosts, longing for food and drink but unable to partake.”

“That’s rough,” I said.

He chuckled.

Then I noticed that above the wheel itself was a horrible face with fangs and furious eyes.

“And who’s this fellow?” I asked, pointing.

“The God of Death. He turns the wheel.”

“So Death is turning the Wheel of Life? Isn’t that sort of cruelly ironic?”

“It’s really not as macabre as it seems,” he said.

You can give the hippie a Ph.D. and a membership at the local yacht club, but he was still a hippie deep down. I had to smile.

“Zack, can I ask you something that might seem kind of strange?”

“Sure. Not much is strange to me, though. Not for an old resident of New Hope.” He winked and settled back into his chair. Could this really be the nervous boy I remembered from my childhood, now so charming, so eager to please?

“I was wondering if you could tell me anything about Nicky Griswold. He did the oddest thing—left me this message that I should find you. Can you imagine why he might do that?”

Zack’s jaw tightened a little and he drew in a breath. I’d hit a nerve. He stood up and walked behind me to close the door. I felt a little like the bad kid in the principal’s office.

“What did this message say?” His head was cocked to one side, his eyebrows raised.

“Find Zack. That’s all.”

He took a moment to gather his thoughts before continuing. He seemed to use the time to study the books on his shelves as if they held whatever answers he was looking for.

“Poor Nick,” he said at last, placing a hand on his chest again, but laying the other across his desk blotter this time. “My heart goes out to him, it does. I just can’t get involved anymore. The past is the past and he needs to let things go, walk his own path. Nicky comes around sometimes, wanting to go out for drinks. I’ve gone a few times, just for old times’ sake, you know? I probably shouldn’t have, but I did. But I may have sent the wrong message.”

“Message?”

“You know…” There went the reddening ears I remembered so well. “That I was, ah…interested again. Nicky’s a great guy. I care about him, I do. And I’m not saying I have regrets about what happened back then, but we were kids, you know?”

I struggled to understand what he was getting at, not quite willing to jump to the conclusions he was leading me to.

“So, what, are you telling me you two had an affair?”

Zack studied me a moment, his whole face reddening this time. Then he laughed nervously, shook his head.

“Oops. I thought you knew. I don’t mean to shock you. I guess you could say it was part of my free love period.” He grinned crookedly, then quickly looked away, eyes focused on his guitar. Was it the same instrument after all these years? The guitar he serenaded my mother with back in the tepee?

“God, Kate. I was sure he told you. You two were close for a while there. I was sure you knew.”

“I had no idea,” I admitted.

He plucked at his goatee.

“I was nineteen. I thought bisexuality was another road toward freeing the mind. Letting go of preconceived notions of gender and identity. Balancing the male and the female, the yin and the yang. God, it was 1971. It was in then.”

I nodded understandingly. I’m not a closed-minded person. It wasn’t that I found the idea of Zack and Nicky sleeping together offensive, but it was quite a surprise. Nicky’s determination to keep this a secret made sense to me, but I was a little hurt at the same time.

“Did Del know? I mean, about the two of you?” As I asked the question, I heard Del’s voice in my head: B-A-D spells bad, she warned.

“Yeah,” Zack said. “She walked in on us once. Poor kid. I think it scared the hell out of her. Then once it sank in, she held it over his head. Blackmail, really. She knew his big secret and she used it against him any way she could. She was really struggling to find her place in the world, wasn’t she?”

I nodded, chewed my lip, wondered how far Nicky would go to keep Del from revealing his secret.

“Can I ask one more thing?” My voice came out small and timid. My ten-year-old voice.

“Why not? We’ve already dragged this many skeletons out of the closet—so to speak.”

“Did my mother know about you and Nicky?”

He hesitated, looking at me with what I imagined to be thorough consideration. I understood. I mean, this was my mother we were talking about. How in-depth do you want go when it comes to intimate secrets about someone’s own mother?

For whatever reason, he decided to go for the full reveal.

“Sure she did. She thought it was sexy, I think. She said she didn’t mind my being with a guy, but if I started sleeping with another woman, we were through. She didn’t want any repeats of the Lazy Elk scene.” Here came his hand again, reaching for mine across the desk. “Kate, your mom was an amazing woman. I was crazy for her back then. I know you weren’t thrilled about it at the time, and I’m sorry. I never meant to ruffle anyone’s feathers. I was just trying to follow my heart, you know?” He clutched at the Wheel of Life pendant again.

While I didn’t think his heart was the only organ Zack was following back then, I accepted his apology. He wasn’t such a bad guy after all. A little too touchy-feely for my liking, but I sensed he was being up front with me and this won him some points.

I looked at my watch and saw I was ten minutes late for my meeting with Meg. “I should go,” I told him, getting up from the chair. “Meg’s probably waiting for me.”

“It’s been a pleasure, Kate. Give your mom my love. I’ll stop by to see her soon. Promise.” He moved from behind the desk to embrace me, smelling faintly of sandalwood and marijuana. It was one of those over-long, full-body hugs sensitive men are fond of. I couldn’t help but squirm a little.



MY MEETING WITH MEG DIDN’T GO WELL—I’m sure she thought I was the one with the memory problem. I couldn’t stay focused on our conversation. The entire time I sat in her office, I thought about who could have put Del’s star in my purse and about Zack and Nicky’s boyhood fling. I started to make a mental list of all the people who’d had access to my purse: my mother, Raven, Gabriel, Opal, Nicky. Someone could have dropped it in when I was shopping at Haskie’s. But who? And why me?

Meg was saying something about “a specialized facility,” which I took to mean nursing home, but I found myself remembering the day I met Zack coming out of the cabin—the day Nicky kissed me. Nicky, who had probably been making out with Zack just minutes before. Zack, who returned to the tepee to bed down with my mother. The whole thing made my head spin. And it continued to bring me back to my original question: Why did Nicky want me to know all this? Guilt? The need to reveal his long-kept secret in an effort to build my trust? And were there other secrets, darker secrets, waiting to rear their ugly little heads?

I thought of the God of Death, with his fangs and menacing eyes, turning us all around as if we were on some giant roulette wheel: gods and titans, mortals and hungry ghosts, Zack and Nicky, me and my mother, Opal and Raven.

Round and round and round it goes, where it stops, nobody knows…

When Meg suggested tentatively that we meet for lunch the following week, I agreed, relieved. I knew the situation with my mother was severe, but I just couldn’t give it my full attention right then and there. I thanked her and headed for home.



GABRIEL AND MY MOTHER were making lasagna when I found them in the kitchen. My mother was at the table, beating eggs to mix in with the cheese Gabriel was grating. She was working in slow motion, studying the eggs as if there were something utterly perplexing about them. Perhaps she was pondering that famous old which came first, the chicken or the egg question. Or maybe she was remembering the walks we used to take down the hill to buy eggs from the Griswolds’ leaning stand.

Lazy Elk says they’re no good because they’ve got blood in them. That just means they’re fertile.

Gabriel wore sweatpants with suspenders, a faded flannel shirt, and a misshapen green felt hat.

“Well, let’s see, Jean. What do we do next?” he asked, putting her in charge, or giving her that sense at least. When she didn’t respond, he held the plate of grated mozzarella up, cocking an eyebrow.

“Cheese,” my mother said.

“You’re still the best damn cook on the hill,” he told her, then leaned in to kiss her sallow cheek.

“You’ll never guess who I ran into at the college,” I said.

“Could it be the infamous young Zachary Messier?” asked Gabriel.

“Is there anything you don’t know?” I asked the old man.

“Plenty, my dear. Plenty. How is the professor these days?”

“Fine. It was good to see him.”

“I’m so glad he came back when he did. He’s the reason Raven went back to school, you know. She needed the little extra push he gave her. And he’s been a wonderful influence on Opal.”

“Zack,” my mother said, a dazed smile moving over her face. “Zack was with me when that Griswold girl was killed. Poor little thing.”

Lucky you, I thought, remembering young Zack’s dirty bare feet, wondering if he left her sheets filthy and smelling of sandalwood. I decided that, while I may have misjudged him back then, I still really wasn’t comfortable with the image of Zack between my mother’s sheets.

“You know,” I said, “it’s funny. Talking to Zack today was a little unsettling. It made me feel like I never really knew him at all.”

My mother laughed out loud and gave me a nod.

“You were ten or eleven last time you saw him, Kate,” Gabriel explained. “You were a perceptive kid, but there’s a lot you missed. Even now, there’s a lot all of us miss. We think we know someone and then we learn something that just blows everything to hell. Keeps things nice and interesting, Katydid, don’t you agree?” Gabriel asked, narrowing his eyes at me. It was a suspicious look and I imagined him wondering if I was the cat killer. I was sure Raven had gone to him with her concerns and wondered if he considered me a suspect in Magpie’s death. Hell, maybe they both thought I killed Tori Miller, too.

If only they knew what I had in the pocket of my purse….

I had to get rid of that star one way or another. The sooner the better. Tonight, I thought. I’ll take care of it tonight.

“I suppose so,” I said. “I’m going to go change, then I’ll come out and give you two a hand.”

“Hey, have a look at your mother’s painting. She was in there most of the afternoon working on it. I finally had to stop her and give her some extra medication. Didn’t I, Jean? I think you worked too hard and got yourself a little wound up. But you’re feeling better now, aren’t you?”

Sure she was. She was so doped up, she was practically drooling.

I walked into the studio and dropped my bag immediately. There was no mistake, even in the fading light of the room. The painting was more colorful now; there were pinks, purples, and blues that hadn’t been there before. Also, in the top left corner was now a distinct pair of eyes. Blue-gray eyes. The kind that look straight ahead, but seem to follow you wherever you go. Eyes like Jesus’s in those creepy velvet paintings of the Last Supper. All-seeing eyes. No face to go with them, just eyes staring out from the flames.

“Ma!” I called out. “Ma, can you come in here a sec?”

My mother was soon in the doorway, followed by Gabriel.

“Ma, who is that?”

She only smiled at the painting.

“Who is that there in the painting?”

Her smile widened and she began to giggle. It was not the giggle of a seventy-two-year-old woman. She raised her hands to her mouth to cover it, to stifle her laughter. But the sound that came out was the high-pitched giggle of a little girl. And once she started, it seemed she could not stop. Tears poured from her eyes and she tee-hee-hee’d until she became short of breath and Gabriel led her away, shooting me an irritated look before taking her into the kitchen and giving her yet another walloping dose of tranquilizers.
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June 16, 1971, and Sometime in the Fall of 1973



THE BODY OF TWELVE-YEAR-OLD Delores Ann Griswold was discovered by her brother Nicholas at approximately 7:00 p.m. That is what the eleven o’clock news out of Burlington reported. We didn’t have a television in the tepee, but there was one in the big barn and all of New Hope was gathered around it. By then, the police had already made their first of many trips up to New Hope, asking if anyone had seen Del at all that day and wanting to know where everyone had been during the afternoon. I said I’d only seen Del in school. I didn’t tell them what had really happened there. They knew that Del had been picked on, but they had no idea of the extent of it. Or that I was the one who chased her back toward town, right into the arms of her killer. The police wouldn’t tell us what had happened, but when we walked down the road to see the row of state police cars flashing in front of the Griswolds’ place, we knew whatever it was, it was bad.

As we watched the news and saw the school photo of Del fill up the screen, my mother put her arm around me.

“Were you two friends, Katydid?” she asked.

“Uh-uh.” I shook my head, denying her in death as automatically as I had in life. “We just waited for the bus together.”

I knelt down right in front of the set, in the place my mother always forbade me to sit, saying it would ruin my eyes. This time, she gave no dire warnings. In the school picture, Del was wearing a large white puffy-sleeved blouse with a bow clumsily tied at the collar. It was clearly an old-lady shirt, something she probably found at the back of a closet that had once belonged to her mother or grandmother even. Up close, I saw that the photo of Del was made up of hundreds of tiny dots, black and white pixels that had made their way through the air right into our television. And I had the curious sensation that I was breaking apart like that, too; disintegrating into a million particles that no one would be able to put back together again in a way that might resemble a ten-year-old girl.

The anchorman said that Mr. Ralph Griswold sent Nicky out to look for Del when she didn’t show up for supper. The school had called earlier to report that Del had gone truant and had failed to pick up her diploma.

The news man didn’t give many details about her death, except that it was a clear case of homicide. Later, it was reported that she had been found naked. The rumors in town started immediately, and they would continue for decades. Some people said Del was decapitated. Her body was cut into tiny pieces. She was found hanging upside down, her throat slit like a deer’s. The killer had cut her open and placed a raw potato inside. It was her brother who did it. No, her father. Must have been one of the freaks at New Hope.

The truth was, no matter what the rumor of the week was, the underlying feeling in town was the same: What fate could you expect for a girl like Del—dirty, mouthy, running wild all the time, probably half-retarded?

The police had several suspects almost immediately. They brought Del’s father in, because it was well known that he beat his kids (he’d admitted to giving her the shiner the day before she was killed) and the police found a pair of his overalls, soaked in blood, stuffed in the laundry basket. The detectives let him go when the lab tests showed it was only pig blood. They brought Nicky in because he seemed to be the one Del was closest to. They arrested him for the marijuana they found in his room and he was sent to juvenile detention after assaulting one of the state troopers who’d picked him up. They brought in Mike Shane after they found a stack of letters he’d written, confessing his love, but he was released shortly. They brought in Zack but let him go when my mother confirmed he’d been with her in the tepee all afternoon. Zack claimed one of the state troopers winked at him when his alibi was confirmed. Then they arrested a man who called himself Lazy Elk when a necklace found in Del’s drawer turned out to be one of his creations. Eventually though, it wasn’t enough to hold him—he’d been on his way to a craft fair in Middlebury when Del was killed, and a woman who worked at a gas station recognized his photo, confirming his alibi. So they let Mark Lubofski go. Del, they figured, must have stolen the necklace. She was that kind of kid.

Lazy Elk left town after that (unable to face the constant looks of suspicion—the people of New Canaan hadn’t let him off the hook even if the police had) and was never heard from again. He called my mother just before leaving to apologize once more, say he loved her, and ask if she would go with him. She hung up, figuring that was all the answer he deserved. Years later, when Raven was older, she tried to find Lazy Elk, even hired a private detective. But there was no trace of either Lazy Elk or Mark Lubofski anywhere. My one act of theft had turned into something much bigger—it wasn’t just a necklace I took; I stole Raven’s father from her, sending him off into some anonymous life where no one had heard of New Hope, Lazy Elk, or the Potato Girl.



TWO YEARS AFTER DEL WAS KILLED, when he got back from the Brattleboro Detention Center for Boys, Nicky finally described to me what he’d seen in the loft the night he found Del. We met by chance in town one fall afternoon and sat on the steps of the general store drinking root beer. Nicky was sixteen then. He seemed more awkward. Taller. What I remember most is that he wouldn’t look me in the eye.

Nicky and I would see each other from time to time over the next few years, but this was the last time we would speak before I moved away.

“She was just lying there, spread-eagled on that old mattress. Naked. Wearing only this leather cord around her neck. Her face was sort of purplish, her tongue was sticking out a little. But then there were the cuts.”

“Cuts?” I asked.

“Yeah. The sick bastard cut a square of skin right off her chest. Like he was tryin’ to cut a doorway to her heart or something. He took it with him like some kinda fucking trophy.”

Nicky, I realized then, hadn’t known about the tattoo. No one, it seemed, knew but myself, Del, and her killer. The police, after interviewing the whole fifth grade, asked me about what I told Ellie and Sam about a tattoo. Frightened, I told the police I had made it up—that I had lied about everything I told the other girls. The truth was, I told the cops, I hardly knew Del at all. I had just wanted to impress Ellie and Samantha. I’d never seen a tattoo or even the edge of a tattoo. Del had mentioned it once, maybe, but no, I’d never seen it. And Del lied all the time anyway, so you never knew what to believe. If there had been a tattoo, I didn’t know what of. At the time, I assumed they’d seen the tattoo themselves when they found her. What did they need me to tell them for?

After Nicky told me about the patch of missing skin, I thought of going to the police. I thought of it, but in my twelve-year-old mind I told myself I’d already broken enough promises to Del Griswold. Her secret would remain safe with me. I figured it was the least I owed her.

But at night, for years, when I closed my eyes to go to sleep, I was down in that root cellar again. And Del was peeling off her clothes. Are you gonna look or what? she wanted to know. And when I raised my eyes from the dirt floor, there it was: M.

A good kind of hurt.
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ALL THE KIDS TOLD THE POLICE they’d seen the star pinned to Del’s chest on the last day of school, but it wasn’t with Del’s clothes, which were found folded in a neat pile next to her body. And, of course, it wasn’t in her room, tucked away in her drawer of treasures beside the dead dove, the letters from Mute Mike, the paint sample card, and the strange necklace made out of wood, aluminum pull tops, and shotgun shells—it was well established that Del had never made it home that day.

The theory was that the killer ran into Del shortly after she left school. Maybe they’d arranged to meet in the cabin. Maybe they met by accident along the way. Maybe he even saw her walking home that day and offered her a ride. Whatever happened, the silver star was gone, and the police suspected the killer may have taken it, along with a square of skin, cut neatly from her body with that old plastic-handled knife. Trophies, the police guessed. Something to remember her by.

But now, all these years later, I was the one with the star, wasn’t I? Carrying this important piece of lost evidence in my pocketbook, reaching in to feel the sharp points, to run my fingers over the engraved word: SHERIFF.

I knew better than to hold on to it for long, though. It incriminated me. I had lied to the police, telling them I didn’t know Del well at all. My Swiss Army knife was being held as evidence in the cat-killing, and might have been used on Tori Miller. How would it look if they found out I had the sheriff’s star?

I decided to bury it.

I chose to lay it to rest in the place where Del had shared her first secret with me—the old root cellar. I went close to midnight, long after we’d eaten our lasagna, Gabriel had gone to the big barn, and I had locked my mother in her room for the night. I brought a flashlight and a trowel with me and picked my way down the path through the woods, across the old field and pasture to the heavy door in the hillside behind the old farmhouse. With hesitation, I reached for the worn metal handle and pulled. The door swung slowly on squeaky hinges, screeching as if I were opening some movie set crypt.

Cool, moist earth. Sagging shelves. Rotting baskets once full of root vegetables that had long ago withered to dust. Canning jars forgotten: tomatoes floating like tissue samples; pears like tiny fetuses. There, in a cracked jelly jar, was the stub of a candle Del once lit and held to her chest to show me her secret.

The air was stagnant, full of the smell of damp earth and rot. It was Del’s smell. I held my breath, hurried down the worn wooden steps, picked a random spot in the dirt floor, and started to dig, with a terrible feeling that Del was right there with me the whole time. I could almost see her out of the corner of my eye.

I’ve got a secret to show you. Promise not to tell.

I buried it as deep as I could with shaking hands, stamped down the dirt, and used an old broom that hung on the wall to smooth away my tracks before leaving.

I ran back to New Hope, stumbling over tree roots and boulders, my heart pounding in my ears like someone else’s footsteps.

Catch me if you can.

When I was just past the turnoff to the cabin, I saw a light dancing along the path in front of me. I stopped dead in my tracks and watched for a minute as the light bobbed along the ground, back and forth, back and forth, moving in my direction. I tried to still my wheezing breath.

Del?

No, it couldn’t be. Del was long dead. And I didn’t believe in ghosts.

I flicked my flashlight back on and raised the beam straight ahead, in the direction of the mystery light.

To my relief, I saw that it was no ghost, no spirit orb. It was a flesh and blood person with a flashlight of his or her own. Whoever it was wore jeans and a dark hooded sweatshirt. And once my light hit my fellow explorer, he or she turned to look at me, then took off running, up the hill toward New Hope.

“Shit,” I mumbled and began sprinting uphill, my light on the runner’s back.

Now, running after some stranger in the woods where Tori Miller was killed just days ago didn’t seem like the smartest idea I’d ever had, but like it or not, I knew I had to start putting some pieces together if I was going to save my own ass. Someone was framing me. Maybe the killer, maybe not. One thing I knew for sure—you had to have a damn good reason to be out in those woods at midnight. The garden trowel in my left hand reminded me what mine had been. I wanted to know what brought my friend out at this time of night.

Whoever it was, he or she was in good shape. I’m a pretty decent runner and I had trouble catching up, much less gaining ground. But my quarry stumbled, falling to the ground, giving me precious seconds to catch up. I got to the mystery person just as he or she was rising and grabbed the back of the sweatshirt, yanking the poor soul back down to the ground with a grunt.

Had I captured the killer? Or someone playing ghost?

I held my trowel like a dagger and pointed my light at the mystery runner.

The beam hit Opal’s face and she let out a scream.

“Opal? Jesus! What are you doing out here? You scared the hell out of me.” I lowered the trowel to my side.

She started to cry. I leaned down to put my arm around her and she flung herself at me, clinging to me as hard as she could.

She’s just a kid, I thought. No older than Del was.

And as she held tight to me, I thought of all the similarities between Opal and Del. They were both skinny girls with the bare beginnings of breasts hidden under boyish clothes. Their hair was the same washed-out dirty blond. And there was something else, something I couldn’t quite put my finger on—a sort of determined desperation each of them had, I guess; a desperation masquerading as charisma.

I wrapped my arms around her, desperate to protect her, and remembered the last time I’d held her like this, two years ago outside the big barn while she held her arm to her side like a bird with a broken wing.

There’s someone up there.

Opal sobbed in my arms now. “I…thought…you were the Potato Girl,” she gasped.

And I thought you were.

“Easy, Opal. It’s just me. It’s Kate, sweetie. You’re safe.” I was rocking her now, back and forth, back and forth. “What on earth are you doing out here at this hour?”

“Just walking,” she said.

No, I thought, remembering the way her light had moved across the path, you were looking for something. But what?

“What are you doing out here?” she asked, pulling away from me suddenly, as if she’d just realized good old Auntie Kate might not be what she seemed. “And why do you have that?” She was pointing at the dirty garden trowel.

The last thing in the world I wanted was for Opal to be afraid of me. But I wasn’t about to tell her my reason for the midnight trip to the root cellar, either. The kid was hiding something, and until she was upfront with me I sure as hell wasn’t going to say anything to incriminate myself.

“Mushroom hunting,” I told her, realizing how totally absurd it sounded only after the words were out. A nature girl, I am not. I don’t know the difference between a chanterelle and a toadstool, and I prayed Opal wouldn’t give me a pop quiz on the fungi of New England.

By the light of my flashlight, we eyed each other skeptically, each of us fully aware that the other was lying.

“What do you say we head back?” I suggested, and she nodded, looking relieved. We began trudging uphill, side by side, both our flashlights illuminating the path. Every now and then, I had to turn and look at her, then remind myself it wasn’t Del I was walking with.

“Kate?”

“Yeah?”

“Are you mad at me? About the watch, I mean.”

“No, I’m not mad,” I said. “I was just surprised.”

“I would have given it back.”

“I know. And I would have let you borrow it if you’d asked. Do you do it a lot? Take things from people?”

She was quiet. “Once in a while,” she said.

“Opal? Did you borrow anything else from me?”

Like a red Swiss Army knife, for instance.

“No. Just the watch.”

“Promise?”

“I swear,” she said. And her next words made me turn and shine my light on her face like some dime-store novel interrogator. Is your name really Opal? Or are you, in fact, Delores Ann Griswold, back from the dead?

“Cross my heart and hope to die,” she said.



MA, YOUR PAINTING KINDA CREEPS ME OUT,” I confessed. It was late evening, after supper, and she was in front of her easel, adding more layers by lamplight. We had spent the day together at home—no appointments, no discussion of nursing homes.

The only interruption had come earlier that afternoon when I answered a knock at the door and found Zack standing on the front steps with a bunch of flowers. He was wearing jeans, Birkenstocks, and a loose cotton shirt embroidered with mythical-looking birds under the same corduroy blazer I’d seen him in the other day.

“I brought these for Jean,” he said, leaning in to give me a hello hug around the bouquet. This time I nearly got high from the amount of pot smoke that clung to his clothes. He must have toked up in the car on the way over.

“Thanks. Come on in. She’s in the studio. I’m sure she’d love it if you popped your head in to say hi.” Zack followed me inside and made his way to the studio while I took the flowers to the kitchen and found an old canning jar to put them in. I was arranging them on the table when I heard a crash from the studio and went running.

I got there in time to see Zack, ashen-faced, shut the door tight behind him.

“What happened?” I asked.

“I guess she wasn’t in the mood for company,” he said. Then I noticed the left sleeve of his blazer was covered in bright red paint. He started to dab at it with a handkerchief.

“Go on in the kitchen. There’s soap, water, and a brush at the sink. I’ll be right there.”

Zack headed for the kitchen and I knocked on, then carefully opened, the door to the studio, to see my mother hard at work in front of the canvas.

“You okay, Ma?”

“Fine, Katydid.”

I shut the door quietly behind me and went into the kitchen, where Zack was scrubbing at the sleeve of his corduroy jacket.

“I’m so sorry,” I told him. “She’s not herself. There’s just no way to predict how she’ll be from minute to minute.”

I went for the lockbox and made a mental note to call Dr. Crawford in the morning. It seemed we were upping her meds every day now with little effect. She was building a tolerance awfully fast. Or was her illness worsening in some profound way?

I put a couple of pills in my pocket, planning to take them in to her as soon as Zack left.

“It’s not a problem, Kate. I shouldn’t have surprised her like that.” He smiled. “Next time, I’ll wear coveralls. And a big old bell, maybe.”

“Jeez. Why don’t you take your jacket off and we can soak it? Or I can have it dry-cleaned.”

“No need. I have to get going in a minute anyway.” He was dabbing at the stain with paper towels now. “Kate, the main reason I stopped by was to talk to you about Opal.”

“Opal?”

“Gosh. This is a little awkward. Raven came to see me in my office this morning. She was beside herself.”

“Look Zack, if this is about the cat…”

“Cat? No. She’s having a hard time with some of Opal’s recent behavior. She’s very concerned and thinks that maybe your spending time with Opal isn’t such a good idea.”

I scowled. “Raven asked you to come here to tell me this?”

“I offered. I was afraid that if she tried to talk to you in the state she was in…”

“I get the picture,” I said.

“Look, Kate, I think Raven will come around; she’s just a little crazy right now, which is to be expected. She’s a stressed-out mom just trying to do what’s right. She’s worried about Opal’s obsession with those silly Potato Girl stories and the way Opal seems to have latched on to you because of your connection with Del.”

“Opal and I had a relationship before all this interest in the Potato Girl,” I said defensively. “She latched on to me during my last visit and it had nothing whatsoever to do with Del.”

“I know, Kate,” Zack said. He put his hands up in surrender. “Don’t shoot the messenger. I understand that your connection with Opal isn’t just about Del. In fact, I imagine the truth is that you’re a positive influence on Opal. But that’s not the way Raven sees it right now.”

“Opal needs someone to talk to,” I said.

“I know she does. I’ll try to be there for her as much as I can. And Raven’s taking her to a psychiatrist next week—the grief counselor the school brought in referred her to him. He’s supposed to be the best in the area.”

“A psychiatrist is just going to spend an hour with her, if that, and introduce her to the wonderful world of psychotropic medication. She needs someone to really talk all this through with. Someone who isn’t being paid to listen. Has she told you what she’s seen? That she believes Del is out to get her?”

He took in a breath. “I know. She told me. I know she’s hurting and trying to make sense of what happened to Tori any way she can. I also think Raven’s being unreasonable by saying she doesn’t want you spending any time with Opal, and I’ll do my best to get her to come around, but it seems like, for now at least, the best thing to do is honor her wishes. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” I told him with a dramatic sigh. “I should be used to being seen as the bad guy by now.”

Zack smiled, touched his Wheel of Life pendant. “We’re all just working through our karma, doing the best we can.”

“Isn’t that the truth,” I said, looking back at the pendant, at the God of Death perched on top who returned my stare with a menacing grimace.



THE EYES IN THE CORNER of my mother’s painting were starting to develop a body—just the shadow of a form, really. Nothing identifiable.

“I almost feel like those eyes are watching me,” I told her.

“She sees you,” my mother confirmed, dabbing at the painting with her brush.

“Who?”

I was getting tired of this game.

“She’s watching. You have something that’s hers. She wants it back.”

A strange new fear awoke inside me, speaking of impossible things.

“I don’t know what you mean, Ma.”

My mother continued to stand with her back to me, facing the painting. She hunched her shoulders forward, then pulled them back, standing tall—erect as a soldier standing at attention.

“GIVE IT BACK, DEPUTY!” she shouted.

The voice, like the giggling the day before, did not sound like my mother’s. It was a child’s voice. A girl’s firm demand. The voice that came from my mother’s mouth was Del’s.

But that, of course, was quite impossible. Was I losing my sanity? Had the stress of the past week worn me down that much?

“What?” I stepped away from her, terrified, in spite of all my rationalizations, that she would turn to face me and it would be Del’s pale eyes staring out from my mother’s wrinkled face.

“I said you better give it back, Katydid.” Her voice was her own again. Her shoulders slumped forward, relaxed.

“That’s not what you just called me.” My voice shook.

She went on painting. Her body was positioned directly in front of the canvas so I couldn’t see just what she was working on.

“What did you just call me, Ma?”

“Don’t know. Stroke took my memory. Fire stroke.”

“What is it I’m supposed to give back?” I did my best to conceal the panicked frustration in my voice. I must have misheard her, that’s all.

My mother giggled, set down her brush, and stepped away from the canvas. An oil lamp hung above the easel, and a candle burned on the table next to her wooden palette. The flickering light illuminated the painting, dancing over it, making it seem more alive. My eye caught something light and shiny in the left corner. I stepped up to the easel to get a closer look.

My throat opened and I could feel a guttural cry rising up. I clapped my hand over my mouth. I blinked hard, sure I was hallucinating. It couldn’t be. But it was.

There, on the torso of the shadow figure with the pale roaming eyes, my mother had painted a five-pointed silver star, the word SHERIFF spelled out in tiny, dark letters.



MY HANDS SHOOK AS I dialed the phone.

“Hello?”

“Nicky, it’s Kate. Something crazy’s going on. Can you come over?”

He was silent for a moment.

“Is that an apology, then?” he asked.

“Yeah, I’m sorry I was such a shit. I’m going nuts here. I need to talk to you.”

“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

“Bring some Wild Turkey.”

“Gobble, gobble,” he said, and hung up.

I checked on my mother—sound asleep. I fastened the lock and closed her in securely for the night. I went into the kitchen and lit some candles, threw another log in the stove. Back in my mother’s studio, I changed clothes and started to brush my hair. I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror above the bureau and stopped short. My image was not alone. In the upper right-hand corner, I could just make out the figure in my mother’s painting—its eyes watching me watch myself. At that instant, there was an insistent rap-rap-rap at the front door. I damn near jumped out of my skin. Just Nicky, of course. I swallowed hard, grabbed the lamp, and went to let him in.



WE SETTLED AT THE KITCHEN TABLE. I put out some cheese and crackers and Nicky poured us two good-sized glasses of bourbon.

Nicky had shaved, combed his hair, and put on a clean, recently ironed white shirt that made him look downright civilized. To prove he was still a country boy, he had on a denim jacket, nearly worn through at the elbows and fraying at the collar.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked, not wanting to waste time with small talk.

“Tell you what?” He eyed me cautiously.

“About you and Zack. I talked to him yesterday and he told me everything.”

“Just what did he say?” Nicky asked.

“Enough. God, I feel like you had this whole other life back then that I didn’t have a clue about. I mean, I had no idea. I thought he was your drug dealer.”

“He was,” Nicky said, looking down into his glass.

“But he was more than that, wasn’t he?”

“In a way,” Nicky admitted, still staring into the amber liquid.

“Look, Nicky, there’s been a lot of weird shit happening here and I’d sure appreciate it if you’d just be honest with me for once. I mean, how can you expect me to take anything you’ve said about the ghost stuff seriously when you’ve been lying to me all along?” My voice started to crack. “I just need one person to be straight with me here. Everyone in this town has secrets piled on like those Russian nesting dolls. So please, I’m begging you, no more lies.”

“I never lied.” He continued to stare down into his glass, then lifted it to his lips and drained it quickly.

“I’d say the omission of the little detail about you and Zack counts as being lied to. Now come on, Nicky. Tell me about it. You owe me that much.”

Nicky chewed on his lip a minute. He raised his eyes to meet mine, then looked away guiltily. He reached for the bottle and poured himself another drink, downed it, then lit a cigarette.

“I’m not queer, you know.”

“Nicky, it doesn’t matter.” I placed my hand on his.

“No more so than anyone else. I’ve had some lady friends over the years. Never went and got married like you did, but I came close once. This thing with Zack, it was crazy. I mean, when I think about it now, it feels like some far-off dream. Like it was a movie I was watching. Does that make sense?”

I nodded. So many parts of my life felt the same way. All the affairs Jamie had had, the years I played the helpless martyr.

“The guy was nuts about me,” Nicky told me as he exhaled a cloud of smoke. “And I got swept away in it. I believed whatever he told me. He said sexuality was fluid and being with him didn’t make me, you know, gay. He read me Walt Whitman. Pretty deep shit for a kid whose biggest excitement had been shooting crows and squirrels. Looking back, I think it was the danger, the wrongness of it, that made it so powerful. It happened only a few times, and each time, I told myself it wasn’t gonna happen again, but then he’d show up and put his hands on me, and I couldn’t refuse. It was the fear of getting caught that added so much fuel to it, ya know? Does that make sense?” He looked up at me, his eyes boozy and moist. I nodded.

“Why didn’t you ever tell me?” I asked.

“I tried. I planned to dozens of times. But I didn’t want to risk scaring you off. I was a little in love with you back then.” Nicky’s cheeks colored and he gave me a self-conscious smile. “I didn’t understand it myself, much less know how to explain it to some girl I was sick over.”

Now my face reddened. I squeezed Nicky’s hand, then let go.

“Then Del caught you,” I said, pouring myself another drink.

“Yeah, Del caught us all right.” He let out a regretful, smoke filled sigh. “Little shit snuck right up the ladder and watched. Didn’t even know she was there till we were, you know…through.”

“What did she do then?”

“Hell, you remember how she was. She threatened to tell. She used it whenever she needed to get her way with me. Worked damn near every time, too.”

“But did she ever tell?”

“Uh-uh. Not that I know of. I thought maybe she’d told you, but I guess not.”

“Nicky, is there anything else you’re not telling me? Anything about Del?”

“Like what?” Nicky’s voice had an angry, defensive edge. “Like did I kill her? Jesus, Kate!”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Now it’s your turn,” Nicky said. “How ’bout you tell me something I don’t know.”

I had a bite of cracker and a sip of bourbon. I decided it was time to fess up—to tell Nicky how I betrayed his sister. Nicky had told me his secret at last; now it was time for me to tell mine. I began with the tattoo.

“Jesus, an M?” Nicky asked, sitting up straight. “Are you sure it was an M? Do you know what this means? It’s a fucking clue. It’s probably the initial of the killer. The police suspected it was someone she knew, someone she felt comfortable with.”

I nodded, agreeing. Then I continued. I told Nicky about my plan with Ellie, about the double-agent scheme, about how it went so wrong. I tried not to make excuses for myself. I described Del’s last afternoon at school. Nicky’s eyes brimmed with tears, then seemed to darken with rage. I let myself go on, fearful that maybe I had gone too far, that I was at risk of alienating him, being seen as the enemy, but it was too late. And as much as I was ashamed of what I had done, it was a relief to finally be telling my story.

I described how in my last moments with Del, I was chasing her, a rock in my hand. Then I jumped forward in time, telling him everything that had happened since I had come back to New Canaan: the cat’s disappearing and then turning up dead next to my missing knife, the footprints in the snow, the matchstick message, my mother’s painting, Del’s sheriff’s star mysteriously showing up in my purse. I told him all about Opal: that she said she’d seen the Potato Girl, that she was sure it was she herself who was the killer’s intended target, that I’d caught her twice searching the woods for something. I described the scene earlier that evening, when my mother spoke to me in Del’s voice, demanding her star back. I told him I thought I was going crazy, that I didn’t believe in ghosts and the supernatural but was running out of rational explanations. Either I was completely losing my mind, or my tangible, scientific, orderly way of looking at the world was just shit. Lousy choices.

When I was finished, I poured two fingers of Wild Turkey into my empty glass and sucked it down fast. My hand shook. Nicky didn’t look me in the eye. I wanted to take his face in my hands, turn him gently toward me so I could read some response in his eyes.

Nicky poured himself another drink and studied the flame of the lantern.

When he finally spoke, his voice was hoarse, like he was on the verge of either crying or screaming. I felt a little afraid.

“Do you know where Del got that star, Kate? Did she ever tell you?”

“No. She never told me.”

“That mute kid, Mike Shane, gave it to her. That’s what I finally figured anyway. She said the boy who gave it to her loved her. She told me that it was supposed to remind her that she was his guiding star or some shit like that. Puppy love, ya know? He gave her notes, too. Poor bastard couldn’t talk, but he sure could write. Poured his mute little heart out. God, how Del loved that damn star. Thought she was really the sheriff, like it gave her some kind of power or something.”

Her talisman.

He fiddled with his lighter, turning it around and around in his fingers. He had mechanic’s hands: blunt fingers, dirt under the nails, grease deep in the lines of his skin. Like it or not, I found myself longing to be touched by those fingers. To be taken back in time.

“I remember.” I nodded, taking my eyes off his hands. “I remember Mike Shane, too. Do you know what ever happened to him?”

“I hear he’s up in Burlington. A buddy of mine at the garage knows his family. Real trailer trash, the whole lot. Sammy, the guy I work with, says Mike’s dad used to burn the kids with cigarettes and shit. Sad story.”

“Yeah, I’ll say. He got about as much crap at school as Del did. It’s no wonder they were drawn to each other.”

Nicky nodded. “Kate, I’d like to see your mother’s painting.”

I grabbed a candle and led him back to the studio. He walked right up to the canvas, still clutching the bottle of Wild Turkey, and squinted at the shadowy form in the flames. I stood behind him, holding up the candle.

“Spooky,” he whispered, taking a step back and bumping into me. We stood like that a moment, his back pressed into my front, me breathing on his neck. I knew I should step away, retreat while I could, but it was too late. I leaned forward, pressing into him, bringing my left hand up to his shoulder, tracing the outline of his arm, reaching around to his chest, where I felt his heart racing through the soft cotton folds. But as I slid my hand inside his jacket, that wasn’t the only thing I felt.

Suspenders? I thought at first when I felt the webbed nylon strap, but when I followed it to the bulge on his left side, I knew just what it was.

“What is this?”

“Protection,” he said, reaching in and removing the small automatic pistol, then laying it down on the cot.

Like it or not, seeing the gun gave me a little shiver of excitement. What can I say? I guess I have a secret thing for gun-toting bad boys. Give me an outlaw over a cardiologist any day.

“From little old me?” I whispered into the back of his neck, my hands feeling the straps of the nylon holster.

“You can never be too careful,” he said.

My fingers found the top button of his shirt and undid it, then the second. I let my hand slide beneath his shirt, brushing gently against his right nipple.

“That’s so true,” I said. “Maybe you shouldn’t have been so quick to give up your weapon.”

At last, he turned.

Our second kiss, some thirty years after the first, was no less violent, and fueled by a raw desperation unknown to us as children.



KATE, WHAT HAPPENED TO THE STAR? What’d you do with it?”

Nicky was facing me, leaning on his elbow, holding the bottle of Wild Turkey between us. The candle flickered on the table beside the cot, the light playing in his hair and over his skin. He looked lovely.

“Buried it in the root cellar,” I answered drowsily. “I did it just last night.” My fingers traced their way from his throat to his sternum. I didn’t want to think about the star. It felt good to be with a man again. Too good. Now here he was, about to ruin it.

“You know what we have to do, don’t you?”

I didn’t respond. I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to like the answer. Sure enough:

“We have to go get it. We have to give the star back to her.”

I jerked my hand from his chest and sat up, irritated.

“Jesus, Nicky. We’re talking about a girl who’s been dead more than thirty years. How are we supposed to give her an actual, tangible thing? You want to dig up her grave and throw it in?”

He shook his head. “I think we have to give it to your mother. I think she’ll know what to do.”

This was great. My sexy hero and his brilliant suggestions.

“My mother! Oh Christ, this is perfect.” My words came out with a slight bourbon slur. “My mother—in case you don’t recall—is just a step away from being stuck in a nursing home. I’m taking her to visit one in the morning, as a matter of fact. You’ve seen her. Her mind is mush. She’s not going to know what the hell is going on if we go handing her some rusted-up old star. It’ll just confuse her even more.”

“Maybe so. But she seems to be communicating with Del in some way. The painting sure shows that. And what about the way she talked to you in Del’s voice, asking for the star back?”

“I could have imagined that. It was a voice that didn’t sound like hers—that’s all. It didn’t have to be Del’s. She doesn’t know what she’s saying, Nicky. She’s sick.”

Now he sat up.

“Whatever, Kate. You can backpedal all you want. I’m just saying I think we should go get the star. You don’t have to give it to Jean tonight, or ever even. Let’s just go find it. What harm can that do?”

I didn’t answer. I didn’t remind him that I’d ditched the star in a desperate attempt to keep myself out of jail. That Del’s old badge was what the police would consider crucial evidence and whoever was caught with it would have an awful lot of explaining to do.

“No harm, that’s what,” he said, giving me his sly, flirtatious grin as he leaped up from the cot and began dressing. “It can’t do no harm at all. Now come on, Desert Rose, put on some clothes and let’s go.”

Reluctantly, I obeyed. As I was buttoning my blouse, my gaze fell upon the painting and the figure within it. The eyes—her eyes—seemed to bore into mine.

Caught again.



I RAN THE BEAM OF THE FLASHLIGHT over the shelves, then down to the dirt floor. There was no trace that I could see of last night’s activity—I had done a good job covering my tracks. And in my drunken state, I didn’t have the faintest notion where I’d buried the star. Nothing to do but start digging. Just pick a place and begin. Heigh-ho, heigh-ho.

Nicky took a swig from the bottle he’d carried with him, then set it on a shelf. I picked a spot toward the back—I had been near that candle in the jelly jar, right?—stepped back, then stomped the metal spade into the ground, nearly tumbling over.

I was good and drunk. This had sunk in on the walk through the woods and down the path on the hill. By the time we got to the old pea field, I was clinging to Nicky, asking him questions that all started with the word remember.


Remember when you were Billy the Kid?

Remember when you taught me to shoot that old BB gun?

Remember the way our teeth banged together when we kissed?

Such force. Like an accident.



Nicky helped steady me as we walked, though he stumbled now and then over a tree root or a clump of weeds. Yes, he told me. I remember. I leaned into him, felt his heat, yearned to be back on the cot.

Then we were at the root cellar and he was pulling the door open and I was feeling my way down the steps, smelling Del all around me. I missed the last step, twisted my ankle, landed on my knees in the dirt. I looked around with the flashlight. Nicky put the shovel in my hands. He held the small trowel in his own.

“Let’s do it,” he told me. “Dig it up.” Only it sounded almost like he said her. Dig her up.

Digging. Digging. Digging to China. Grave digging. Digging potatoes. One potato, two potato. I started to hum it, then felt bile rising in my throat.

“Gonna be sick,” I said.

“Keep digging,” he told me. “It’ll pass.”

This too shall pass. I dug like an old dog trying to find the tasty bone she’d just buried. Teeth are bones, I remembered. What are Del’s bones like now, deep inside their metal coffin? I wondered. Metal. Metal shovel. Metal star. My mouth tasted like tin.

The star wasn’t in the place I thought it should be. The place I’d just buried it.

“We need a metal detector,” I complained.

“We’ll find it,” he promised. “You just have to remember.”

He stabbed the trowel into the earth floor.

Remember. Yes, I remembered. Remembered the way that letter M looked on Del’s chest. Puffy. Infected. Her secret. A good kind of hurt. I stopped digging and reached for the bottle, polished it off, rinsing the metallic taste from my mouth. Said, “Gobble, gobble,” then went back to work. A dwarf in a mine. Heigh-ho, heigh-ho.

“What were the seven dwarves digging for anyway?” I asked Nicky, laughing, nearly falling over. “Fucking dwarves,” I said. “Made it look so easy.”

I forced my spade into the earth once more, a foot over to the right, knowing the star had to be there. Star of wonder. Star of light. Star with royal beauty bright.

“Remember,” I started to ask, “that first day? How you threw open the cellar door and there was Del with her shirt off and there I was looking and none of us knew what was coming. None of us knew it was all an accident we were getting on board, a fucking derailing train. Remember how none of us knew?”

There was the click of my shovel hitting something metal. I bent down and felt around in the dirt. There it was once again. Rusty and pointed. Heavy in my hand. More like a burden than a wish come true.

“Christ,” I said. “The deputy found it.”

Then I leaned over and threw up.










PART 2

The Last Days
 NOVEMBER 17, 2002

June 16, 1971


One potato, two potato, three potato, four She’s coming after you now, better lock the door
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I’M NOT STAYING HERE!”

“No one said you had to, Ma. We’re just here to look.”

My mother’s eyes were blank and wild, focused on a spot above my right shoulder. “I’m not staying here!”

I turned to give an apologetic look to the woman giving us the tour—a Mrs. Shrewsbury, who did, in sad fact, resemble a small, beady-eyed rodent.

“Perhaps,” said the shrew, as she peered over the top of her glasses, “your mother would be more comfortable sitting in on an art class while we finish the tour.”

I nodded and we sat my mother down at a long table where several old people were set up with fat brushes, huge sheets of newsprint, and cups of tempera paint in primary colors. I helped my mother into a plastic smock and watched the art teacher get her started.

“I’m not staying here,” she repeated, but some of the intensity had gone out of her voice. Once she had the brush held clumsily in her bandaged hand, she settled right down, forgetting her surroundings.

Mrs. Shrewsbury showed me the residents’ rooms, dining hall, visiting lounge, and a calendar of events. I nodded vaguely at everything, too hungover to do much else. My ankle throbbed and I walked with a slight limp. I was eager to end the tour and escape the terrible smell of the place—a sickening combination of antiseptic and boiled peas.

The events of the night before were a blur. I knew Nicky and I had gone to the root cellar to dig up the star and that we’d been successful—the rusted sheriff’s badge was under my pillow in the morning, dirt from the root cellar floor still clinging to it. I didn’t remember getting home, or into bed. I didn’t remember Nicky leaving, but knew it must have been near dawn. When Raven stopped by on her way to work to drop off some bran muffins, she commented on it. I see you had an overnight guest, she said. When I explained that we’d just been talking she only raised her eyebrows and said, Mmm. It was clear that Raven didn’t believe a word I said anymore. And I didn’t exactly have warm and fuzzy feelings toward her after my visit from Zack. If she didn’t want me to see her daughter, so be it, but come on—she should have at least had the guts to come and tell me herself. Was she really that afraid of me?



I KNOW HOW HARD THIS CAN BE,” Mrs. Shrewsbury was saying. “It’s a big decision and your mother may seem…resistant. As a nurse though, you know the level of care a person in your mother’s condition requires. It’s just too much for one person, twenty-four hours a day.” I nodded, thinking of my mother’s painting, her new habit of speaking in Del’s voice. You don’t know the half of it, Shrew.

“There’s always a lot of guilt involved,” Mrs. Shrewsbury continued. “But in time, you’ll see you did the right thing. She’ll settle in. Honestly, people in your mother’s condition don’t hold grudges. After a few weeks, it will be like she was always here.”

And that’s supposed to be a comfort?

Then I thought of how easily distracted my mother had been by the paints in the art room. Maybe it wouldn’t be that hard for her to settle in after all.

“She’ll be safe here. Well taken care of. As I said on the phone, we have two vacant rooms. She could move in this week if you wanted.”

I nodded, said it wasn’t a decision I wanted to rush into. Though in truth, I was more than a little eager to be done with the whole mess and get on a plane back to Seattle. Safely ensconced in a nursing home, my mother could paint whatever she wanted, speak in Del’s voice to her heart’s content. But as I thought of leaving, I felt a little tap on my shoulder: The killer’s still out there. And what if Opal really is in danger?

Mrs. Shrewsbury patted me on the arm and said again that she knew how hard it was.

Then she led me into the dayroom where a television blared. Three old women with their walkers parked nearby stared at a game show. An old man sat on an orange plastic chair in the corner, smacking his gums and singing a song. The tune was familiar to me, but I couldn’t make it out—something childish, singsongy. I got a little closer so I could hear him over the applause on the television.

“Potato Girl, Potato Girl, smells so rotten she’ll make your nose curl,” he sang.

Jesus. My mouth went dry. I wondered if I had misheard him.

“What did you say?” I asked, leaning down so that I was at eye level with this toothless old man in stained pajamas. His blue eyes were watery and pale. He smelled like spoiled milk.

“Oh that’s just Mr. Mackenzie,” said Mrs. Shrewsbury. “He’s quite the singer, aren’t you, Ron?”

“One potato, two potato, three potato, four—she’s coming after you now, better lock your door.” He was chanting now, not singing, his cloudy wet eyes fixed on mine.

“Ron Mackenzie? Did you used to drive a school bus?” I asked.

The old man only grinned, smacked his lips. A little drool trickled down his stubbled chin.

“Sure you drove the bus, didn’t you, Ron?” asked Mrs. Shrewsbury. “Drove until you retired. You were a mechanic, too, down at the town garage, weren’t you?”

“She’s coming after you now, better lock your door,” Ron repeated, his eyes on me, his gummy smile wide.

“Do you remember Del Griswold?” My voice was squeaky and desperate. “The Potato Girl? She used to ride your bus.” I had my hand on his sleeve and was holding back the impulse to shake the answer out of him.

He grinned. Drooled a little more.

“She was a monkey,” he finally said. “Dirty little monkey. Her brother, too.”

“Which brother? You mean Nicky?”

“Potato Girl, Potato Girl, she smells so rotten she’ll make your nose curl.” He was muttering now.

I stared down at the old man, leaning in so that his hot, sour breath was on my face.

“M is for monkey,” he whispered. “She was a monkey.”

A terrible possibility dawned on me then under the fluorescent lights of the day room, some studio audience laughing behind me, the shrew by my side, her head cocked with mild curiosity. It was there in the sour milky heat of this old man’s breath—a possibility equally as rancid.

“Did you give her the M, Mr. Mackenzie? Did you give Del her M?” I forced the words from my mouth, dreading to know what his answer might be. Was it possible that I was face-to-face with Del’s killer, a senile old man in soiled pajamas?

Ron Mackenzie smiled, began to rock back and forth in his chair, humming. The hum turned into a low moaning howl. My old bus driver was howling like a coyote, getting louder and louder each time he drew a breath. Mrs. Shrewsbury clutched my arm to lead me away, saying we should go before he got much more wound up. We turned to leave the room, but then his howling stopped and he gently called out to me, his voice shaky now, worn out.

“Hey, Deputy!” he said. I stopped in my tracks. Cold crept up my spine. “You better give that monkey what she wants. You better give her back her star. Better give her back her sta-ar!”

I turned back to look at the old man who once had worked for NASA in time to see a dark stain spreading across his lap. He looked at me and laughed as the urine trickled over the edge of the plastic chair, pooling on the checkered floor.



I WANT TO GO HOME,” my mother said when we joined her at the art table. “You can’t leave me here.”

Believe me, we’re getting the hell out of here as fast as our little legs will carry us.

I turned and glanced back down the hall, sure I’d see that old Ron Mackenzie had followed me. There was only an aide in a pink uniform pushing a mop and bucket.

“I’m not leaving you, Ma. We’re going now.” My voice was as shaky as my hands as I fumbled to get the smock off her. It took all the control I had not to grab her hand and run screaming from the place, dragging her behind me.

“I made a painting,” my mother said. “It’s for Opal.”

“That’s nice, Ma.”

One potato, two potato, three potato, four

She’s coming after you now, better lock the door.

Was someone else singing the words now, or were they only in my head?

“I’d hoped you’d stay for lunch,” Mrs. Shrewsbury said. “We could look over some of the paperwork.”

“I want to go home,” my mother repeated.

“I know, Ma. Me, too. Come on, put your coat on.”

I apologized to the shrew, saying we had to leave but that I would call her as soon as we made a decision.

I turned back to help my mother get her coat around her shoulders and glanced down at her painting. Once again, I found myself having to stifle a scream.

There, on the large sheet of newsprint, was a giant sheriff’s star carefully painted in shades of gray.

“Ma? Why’s this for Opal?”

“What, Katydid?”

“The painting. You said it was for Opal.”

“Did I say that?” She mused for a moment, cocked her head. “Poor little Opal. Do you think she knows?”

“Knows what, Ma?”

“Who her father is?”

“What are you talking about? Who is he?” I was sure she was going to say Lazy Elk—she had Opal confused with Raven, of course, who she confused with Doe half the time. God, it was hard to keep up with her.

“Why, it’s Ralph Griswold, silly! The man with the eggs and pigs who lives down the hill. You knew that didn’t you, Katydid?” She eyed me quizzically, as if to say, Is something wrong with your memory?



LISTEN KATE, I talked to Jim today and asked him about Mike Shane. Can you guess what the fucker does up in Burlington?”

Nicky and I were sitting at the kitchen table eating tuna sandwiches. My mother was working on her painting. I’d called Nicky to invite him to lunch as soon as we got back from The Hollows Care Center. I wanted desperately to tell him what my mother had said about his dad’s being Opal’s father as well, but I decided to bite my tongue for the time being. It could have been some figment of her imagination.

But what if it wasn’t? What if Opal was really Del’s half sister? I knew if I wanted the truth, I’d have to go to the one person who was least likely to share it with me: Raven.

Nicky didn’t wait for me to guess about Mike. “You’re not gonna believe this. It’s perfect. Mike Shane is a fucking tattoo artist. He owns Dragon Mike’s Tattoo Emporium up in Burlington.”

I let this sink in, considering the possibilities this bit of news brought with it. Maybe Del’s tattoo was one of Mike’s first attempts. A more permanent gift than the silver star. Maybe I was on the wrong track with my hunch about old Ron Mackenzie.

“That’s quite a coincidence,” I admitted.

“A coincidence—hell, I’d say it’s evidence. Didn’t you say it was a letter M on Del’s chest? M for Mike. I bet it was him. He tattooed her, then killed her and had to cut off the tattoo so he couldn’t be linked to her.”

“It’s definitely worth checking into. But I can’t really see Mike Shane killing Del. He was like eleven or twelve years old. And he was in pretty bad shape that last day of school—I think he wound up in the hospital.”

“But Kate, the guy’s a fucking tattoo artist!”

“I know. It’s a hell of a coincidence. Like I said, we should check into it. But let me tell you what I found out today. What do you remember about Ron Mackenzie—the school bus driver?”

“Not much. The guy had a temper, but he kept it hidden. He called us monkeys. I remember that.”

I told him about my morning at The Hollows and what Ron had said.

“Jesus, the tattoo could have been a way of branding her,” Nicky said. “M is for monkey. Like the scarlet letter or some such shit. Dirty fucker.” Nicky’s face twitched.

“I don’t know…it was such a delicate and pretty M,” I said. “If it had been done in hatred by a guy like Ron, you’d think it would be crude, hurried. I’ve always had this idea that whoever did the M cared for Del.”

“Cared enough to choke the life out of her and carve her up like some piece of meat. I think we should talk to both Mackenzie and Shane. Hell, maybe we should go to the police,” Nicky suggested.

I shook my head.

“With what? On the basis of something a senile old man mumbled just before he wet himself? If he is Del’s killer, he got what he deserved. He’s in a prison of his own. I almost pity him. And we sure as hell know he didn’t sneak out and kill Tori. The only proof we have about Mike is the letter M I saw that no one else seems to know about. Hell, they’d probably make me their number-one suspect, if I’m not already. Especially if they found out I had that damn star.”

“What? The police never thought you were a suspect,” Nicky said.

“Not then, but now. Judging by the way they’ve been acting, I think I’m at the top of their list.”

“That’s just crazy! You had nothing to do with any of it.”

“Yeah, neither did you, but you’re a suspect, too, aren’t you? Weren’t you the first one they went looking for when Tori Miller was killed? It’s just shit luck, Nicky.”

He took this in a moment. I cleared the plates from the table.

“And what about the star?” Nicky asked. “Now that you’ve heard it from Ron, too, don’t you think you better do something with it? If, like I’ve been telling you, it is Del we’re dealing with, she knows you’ve got it.”

“Listen to yourself, will you? You sound almost as crazy as old Mr. I used to work for NASA and now I just sit around wetting myself. Yeah, I’ve got the star, but there’s nothing to do with it. We’d be better off if we’d left the damn thing in the ground. I never should have let you talk me into digging it up.”

“Maybe you’re right,” he admitted. “You were pretty drunk. I kinda took advantage.”

I laughed at this. “I’m not sure who took advantage of whom.”

He gave me a shy little smile. Blushing, I studied the lines around his eyes. Crow’s-feet. Like that bird he’d killed got him back somehow. There was something wounded, boyish, about him.

“Nicky, I’ve gotta be honest. I’m not too good at the relationship thing. My marriage fell to shit pretty early. I’m kind of an emotional basket case.”

I looked at the man before me and saw once again the fourteen-year-old boy, his skin dark brown from working in the fields, his eyes moist with need. He smelled of cigarette smoke and gasoline. He took off his John Deere cap and set it on the table.

“Last night meant a lot to me,” he began. “And I sure hope that wasn’t the end of it. It’s not like I’m asking for some big commitment. I know you’ve got your life and I’ve got mine. I can’t make any promises about what this might or might not lead to, but shit, we’re all grown up now. We can’t go back, but we can move ahead, know what I’m saying? So take a chance on me, huh? Let’s just see where it goes.”

His voice was smooth as whiskey, and when he whispered there was that raspy edge to it that made the back of my neck warm. I leaned in and put my lips against his.

There was no clashing of teeth this time, no terrible force as there had been the night before. It was gentle and sweet. There was no desperation, only a hint of restrained longing. Longing, perhaps, not just for each other, but to go back. To go back and live things over again—to have our second chance. I put my hand on the back of his head, pulling him closer, trying to hold on. And just for one moment, we were kids up in the loft again, needing to come up for air, but loving the feeling of breathlessness.

“Kate and Nicky sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G!”

My mother’s singsongy, child’s voice jolted us back to the present, jerked Nicky and me away from each other. It was Del’s voice, and, glancing over at Nicky’s frightened face, I saw I was not the only one who thought so.

Perhaps it was having a witness, perhaps it was the emotional exhaustion, or the hangover, or even the hormones, but it was in that moment that my subconscious fears came crashing forward into my conscious mind. Del was speaking through my mother, using her like one of those talking dolls, pulling some invisible cosmic string. That was simply the fact of the matter. She had found a way back, and, just as Nicky had warned, she was royally pissed.

“When’s the wedding?” she asked. Hearing the voice of a vengeful child coming from my poor old mother’s mouth was obscene. She turned away, cackling all the way back to her studio, where she slammed the door. This was followed by crashing sounds, as if she were tearing the room apart.

“You should go,” I whispered. “I’ll call you later.”

“Kate, I…”

“Just go. It’s okay. We’ll talk later.”

So much for second chances.

He picked up his greasy cap and put it on.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Me too,” I answered, then he was gone.
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AN HOUR LATER, I was sweeping up broken glass in the studio when Opal arrived.

“Holy shit!” she said. “What happened in here?”

“My mother decided to do a little redecorating.”

The room had been torn apart. It was mostly my things she’d tried to destroy. She pulled all the clothing out of my suitcases and ripped what she could. The cot I slept on was turned over and the covers scattered.

“I came over to tell you I finished the Jenny. I just now glued the wing walker on and hung it up.”

“She must be happy up there, especially when you consider that all her other plastic brethren are going to be stuck waving at toy trains going around in circles.”

Opal nodded. She took a seat on the floor. “I’m supposed to stay away from you, you know.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“My mother says you could be dangerous,” Opal said.

“Does she?”

“And I bet you don’t know a thing about wild mushrooms.”

“And I bet you still haven’t found whatever it is you were looking for in those woods. What is it, Opal? Is it something connected to Tori’s murder? It isn’t my knife, is it? Did you take my Swiss Army knife?”

The color drained from her face, and she resembled the ghost she was so afraid of.

Could she be Del’s half sister? The resemblance at that moment was staggering. And the overriding feeling I had was one of fierce protection. I wanted to protect Opal in the way I’d never been able to protect Del.

“I can help you,” I said. “You just have to be honest with me. Please, Opal. You can trust me. What were you looking for in the woods? What is it you’re not telling me?”

She opened her mouth to speak, to tell the truth at last, then something stopped her. I followed her gaze to the easel in the corner, where my mother’s painting stood, the only thing in the room that hadn’t been disturbed during her latest rampage.

“What is this?” Opal asked, her face going whiter still as she walked up to my mother’s painting.

“My mom’s latest work. It’s supposed to be the tepee fire.”

Take no notice of the pair of roaming gray eyes in the corner.

“But there’s someone in there,” Opal said as she reached out to touch the figure in the painting. “Someone with a sheriff’s star. Who is it?”

“I don’t know, Opal,” I said.

“It’s her, isn’t it? It’s Del. Did she have a star like this?” Opal’s voice was wavering now.

“Opal…”

“Tell me! Tell me the truth about this one thing and I’ll never ask any more about her. I’ll leave you alone just like everyone wants.”

It wasn’t like Del’s star was some big secret. All Opal needed to do was talk to anyone who was around back then or go down to the library and look through old newspaper articles.

“Okay, okay. Yes, Del had a silver sheriff’s star. Just some junky tin thing. A kid’s toy. She wore it all the time. She had it on the day she was killed, only it was never found.”

“So the killer took it?” Her face twisted into a grimace of concentration.

“That was the theory.” I waited for the barrage of follow-up questions, but there weren’t any. Opal just stood staring at the painting.

“So now what, Opal? Does this really mean we’re all done talking about Del?” I asked.

“Cross my heart,” she said as she turned from the painting and hurried from the room.

I was grateful she’d left off the and hope to die.



I DIALED THE NUMBER to the big barn and Raven answered on the second ring. I only hoped she hadn’t seen Opal coming or going.

“Hi, Raven. I have to go out for a while. Up to Burlington. Would you stay with my mother until I get back? I’d ask Gabriel, only he was just with her yesterday. I should be back around suppertime. I’ll phone from Burlington to check in, just to make sure you’re okay.”

Raven hesitated before answering, making it clear she didn’t want to do me any favors. She wasn’t going out of her way for this cat killer.

“What’s in Burlington?” she asked suspiciously.

“I want to look up an old friend.”

She sighed. “I don’t mind helping Jean out. Before you got here I was with her every free minute. She never got lost on my watch.”

I ignored the jab.

“I appreciate it,” I told her. “Listen, my mom had kind of a bad spell a little while ago. I gave her a Haldol and put her to bed. She’ll probably sleep the whole time you’re here.”

“I’ll be over in ten minutes,” she said.



I THOUGHT WE COULD HAVE A CUP of tea before I go,” I said to Raven when she arrived, gesturing toward the kitchen, where I’d laid out the teapot and cups. Raven looked suspicious.

“There’s something I want to talk to you about.”

Raven took a seat at the table and poured a cup of green tea, carefully spooning in honey from the pot in the center of the table. I half thought she was going to ask me to take a sip first to make sure I hadn’t poisoned it.

“If it’s about Opal, I’m afraid the subject isn’t up for discussion. I think you’re an unhealthy influence on her at this point.”

“As a matter of fact, it is about Opal, but it’s got nothing to do with me.”

“What then? Do you have some terrific parenting advice? If that’s the case, I think it’s safe to say you can skip it.”

“I want to know who Opal’s father is.”

Raven looked truly blindsided.

“What?”

“You heard me.”

Her face twisted into a disgusted scowl. “That is none of your business! Who do you think you are?”

“Was it Ralph Griswold?”

Her dark eyes turned a murky black.

“Who told you that?” she demanded.

“A reliable source,” I lied.

“Was it Nicky?” She ran her hands through her hair. “I am going to kill that drunken jackass.”

So it was the truth after all. And another secret Nicky had been keeping.

“Opal doesn’t know, does she?”

“Jesus. Of course not. Didn’t your ‘source’ tell you I was raped? I’m not going to lay that on her: your biological father was a disgusting redneck rapist, and probably a pedophile to boot, Opal. How is she supposed to take that?”

“I really didn’t know how it happened. I’m so sorry.”

Raven snorted. “I don’t need your sympathy. It was a long time ago and the son of a bitch did us all a favor and dropped dead soon after. I got a beautiful daughter who means the world to me. If you even think of telling her, I’ll make you more sorry than you could possibly imagine.”

I suddenly understood why she’d been so adamant about not wanting to indulge Opal in stories about Del and the Griswolds.

“Of course not,” I said carefully. “That’s your place, not mine. But I wonder if on some level she suspects. I mean, that would explain a lot about her obsession with Del, wouldn’t it?”

She shot me an exasperated look.

“Don’t you have somewhere you have to be, Kate? You’d better get going. The weather’s not supposed to be too great later on.”

I took the hint and grabbed my coat and keys, leaving Raven sitting at the table.

Who else, I wondered, knew the truth about Opal’s father?



BEFORE GETTING ON I-89 up to Burlington, I stopped in town at Haskie’s for a cup of coffee and a bottle of aspirin. My ankle still throbbed and my head wasn’t doing much better. I had resolved to steer clear of Wild Turkey for the rest of my visit.

“Heard about your mother’s cat,” Jim Haskaway said as he rang up my purchases. “Damn strange thing—its throat being cut like that.”

Oh, come on. Not this. I was in a hurry and not in the mood for anymore small-town gossip.

I nodded.

“Another funny thing,” Jim continued, “about that old murder—Del Griswold. When I saw Ellie Miller at Tori’s funeral, I mentioned you were back in town helping your mother out. We got to talking and Ellie said you and little Delores were the best of friends back then. Now I figure Ellie’s all shook up with her daughter being killed and all, and must be confused. ’Cause the way I remember it, you told me you hardly knew that Griswold girl.”

He eyed me with practiced suspicion. Great, a small town amateur detective—look out, Angela Lansbury. I wanted to suggest he stick to his role as fire chief, but was interrupted by a chime coming out of Jim’s scanner that seemed to get his full attention. It was followed by the staticky voice of a dispatcher saying that there was a car accident in town near the waterfall, then another series of electronic beeps.

“Ellie must be mistaken—it was a long time ago,” I confirmed, laying my money on the counter and hurrying away before he gave me back my change. He was too focused on the scanner to call after me. Saved by the bell.

I had parked the rental car in front of the Millers’ antiques shop and when I looked in through the filmed-over window, past the CLOSED FOR THE SEASON sign, I saw a woman I immediately recognized as Ellie sitting at a table thumbing through a stack of cards. She looked much the same as she had when I’d last seen her at high school graduation. She still had perfect posture and was dressed in a fashionable yet tidy way. Her hair was lighter than ever and she wore it in a neat bun. When she looked up and saw me, I felt compelled to say hello and made my way to the shop door, which was unlocked despite the CLOSED sign.

“I heard you were in town,” she said flatly.

Good to see you, too, Ellie.

The store smelled like old leather and furniture polish. A string of sleigh bells that were hung on the door jingled as it swung closed.

“Word gets around,” I told her, forcing a kind smile. Ellie turned her attention to the pile of old postcards she was sorting on the desk. Old sepia-colored images of a Vermont long gone. In front of the piles of yellowed postcards was a silver letter opener, a pad, and a pen. The desk was small, almost child-size, and Ellie sat with her knees pressed beneath it, looking terribly uncomfortable.

The shop itself was in a state of disarray and looked to be in the middle of a major off-season reorganizing project. At the back of the store stood a ladder resting against a set of floor-to-ceiling shelves that had been stripped bare. Carefully labeled boxes were stacked around the shop along with clipboards, price stickers, and reference books on antiques and collectibles.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” I said. The words sounded hollow. She didn’t look up, and continued working through the postcards like they were a tarot deck, dealing them out to tell an uncertain future.

“People are talking,” Ellie said at last, her voice quavering. “People are saying you might have had something to do with what happened to Tori.”

Her face twitched as she spoke her daughter’s name. She fingered a stained postcard showing a picture of the old waterwheel that once ran the mill in town. Long gone. Wood rotted. Metal turned to dust.

“Me?”

“You and Nicky Griswold.”

Perfect. The dynamic duo of crime.

I laughed, unable to stop myself.

“Me and Nicky Griswold,” I repeated. “Is that what you think, Ellie?”

She pursed her lips, squinted down at a picture of a man with a team of horses hauling buckets of maple sap. Quintessential Vermont.

“I don’t think anymore. When you lose a child, you stop thinking.” Her words were sharp and her eyes never left the postcard. I nodded down at her sympathetically, knowing she didn’t see.

“I heard what Nicky thinks,” Ellie said. “He’s been going around town saying the Potato Girl did it.” She snorted derisively. “The Potato Girl’s the one who gets blamed for everything around here. If there’s a drought, it’s her doing. A car wreck, she’s responsible. But it makes me sick to hear people blame her for this. Just to hear her name and Tori’s in the same sentence makes me sick.” Her fingers trembled as she raced through the cards, seeming to put them into random piles.

“I understand,” I said.

“No!” Her tone was sharp. Angry. “No, you don’t. What’d you come here for, anyway, Kate? To reminisce about old times? To say how sorry you are about my daughter?” She looked up at me for the first time, her eyes burning into mine. She sat up even straighter, banging her knees into the bottom of the tiny wooden desk.

“I am sorry.” My voice was nearly a whine. “I just wanted to offer my condolences. I’ll go now and leave you to your work.”

“Good idea,” she said. “Why don’t you get in your little car and get out of New Canaan, Kate. No one wants you here. You showed up and the trouble began.”

She was right about that. Had my arrival triggered something? Put forces in motion? Or was it all just an unhappy coincidence?

“Just go!” Ellie barked. She stood up fast and flung an arm toward the door. As she rose, her legs caught the edge of the desk and it overturned, spilling postcards everywhere. The letter opener skittered across the floor to my feet. Ellie crouched, snatching up postcards, and began to cry. I picked up the letter opener and took a step toward her, thinking to help her collect the cards. Ellie jumped back, putting a hand to her throat.

“Are you going to hurt me now? You think I haven’t been through enough? You think there’s anything you could do to me that would hurt worse than the pain I already feel?” She was sobbing now. I dropped the letter opener to the floor.

“God, no. I’m so sorry. I was just trying…I’m sorry.”

She kept her hand protectively over her throat.

“You know, the truth is, I don’t think you killed my daughter,” Ellie said through her tears.

Before I could think how to respond she went on.

“But I think you know who did. I can see that in your eyes. I see it just as I saw that you really were friends with Del back then and that everything you told Sam and me about her was bullshit. Am I right, Kate?”

I opened my mouth to say something, anything—none of your business, we were in fifth grade for God’s sake, what difference does it make—but instead I snapped my jaws shut, turned on my heel, and slipped out the door. She had made me feel like a criminal after all.

“Am I right?” Ellie called after me, her voice raised in desperation. I shut the door hard, hopped into my car, and drove away without glancing back.



DRAGON MIKE’S TATTOO EMPORIUM was on Pearl Street, tucked between a cosmetology school and a Chinese takeout. The front room was poorly lit and the walls were plastered with tattoo designs. There was a large metal desk set up in the corner with an upholstered chair behind it and a metal folding chair in front. Behind the desk hung a red curtain and I could hear voices—a man and a woman, and a steady mechanical humming. In a minute, a woman with spiked magenta hair emerged from behind the curtain. She was dressed in tight jeans, biker boots, a white T-shirt, and a leather vest.

“Howya doin’?” she asked.

“Okay.”

“Yeah? Good. Take your time. Check out all the flash. We got books to look through, too. Ask if you need a price on anything. You ever had a tattoo before?”

“No.”

“A virgin, huh? Well, it’s true what they say. You can’t stop at just one. There’s just somethin’ about it. You can’t get enough. An addiction, I guess.” She held her arms out for my inspection. They were encircled with dozens of red roses. Woven into the flowers were several hearts, a black panther, and a few brightly colored butterflies.

“This is just the tip of the iceberg,” she said with a wink. “The real beauties are hidden.”

I prayed she wouldn’t offer to show me.

It’s a good kind of hurt.

“Actually,” I confessed, “I didn’t really come for a tattoo. I was hoping to talk to Mike.”

She eyed me skeptically.

“You know Mike?”

“Yeah, we went to school together.”

“Then you know he won’t be doing a whole lot of talkin’.”

I nodded. She continued on, a wistful look in her eyes.

“Some of my girlfriends wonder what I’m doin’ with a guy that can’t talk, but the way I figure it, God took away one thing and gave him another. The man’s an artist. He’s got a gift. You know what I’m saying? We gotta be thankful for what we got, not bitter about what we don’t. Right?”

I nodded again.

She smiled widely, showing several gold-capped teeth.

“He’s just doing a touch-up job. I’ll let him know he’s got someone waiting. What’d you say your name was?”

“Kate. Kate Cypher. I don’t know if he’ll remember me.”

“I’ll let him know.” She disappeared behind the curtain again, leaving me to study the walls. I found myself face-to-face with skulls that had snakes crawling out of the eyes and skulls with roses surrounding them.

Bones, I thought. Del’s just bones now. Or is she? I shivered.

The woman emerged from behind the curtain.

“He’ll be out in a minute. I’m headed home. Make yourself comfortable.” She gestured toward an old vinyl recliner in the corner. Next to it was a coffee table piled high with tattoo magazines. She grabbed a leather jacket from under the desk and walked out. “See ya,” she called to me.

In a few minutes, an enormous man with a shaved head came through the curtain, followed by a tall wispy man who wore his hair in a ponytail. I remembered how tall and thin Mike had been and it seemed like not much had changed, until I heard the skinny guy speak.

“Thanks, Mike,” he said, passing the hulking giant a wad of bills. The giant nodded and smiled. The skinny guy left the shop.

“Mike? Mike Shane?”

I was nearly struck mute. My old classmate now resembled a biker version of Mr. Clean, complete with gold hoop earring. He wore ripped jeans and a black leather vest with nothing beneath it. His exposed flesh literally rippled with muscles. His biceps were nearly as big around as my waist.

He nodded at me, his face expressionless.

“I’m Kate Cypher. We went to school together. Remember?”

This got me another nod.

“The thing is, I’m here for a reason. A kind of strange reason. I’m here about Del Griswold.”

No nod this time. He took a breath and seemed to hold it, his impossibly large chest looking larger still. He gestured me over to the desk and I sat down in the metal folding chair across from him. He pulled out a pad of paper and a pen and wrote a sentence, then turned the paper toward me.


What do you want?



“I want to know about Del’s tattoo.”

He narrowed his eyes.


What tattoo?



“The letter M on her chest. You gave it to her, didn’t you?”

He studied me a minute, didn’t write anything down. I realized he wasn’t going to give me anything if I didn’t give him something first.

“No one knows about the tattoo, Mike. I think I was the only one Del showed it to. She was really proud of that tattoo. She told me someone very special had given it to her.”

He scribbled violently on the pad.


I didn’t kill Del.



“I believe you. I just want to know about the tattoo.”

He wrote rapidly for a moment, then shoved the pad toward me defiantly. It was covered with neat, slanting block letters, amazingly legible for the speed with which he wrote them.


I was in the ER when Del was killed. I was there 5 hours. They took X-rays. Set my arm and nose. You saw the beating I took that day. Police knew I couldn’t have killed Del. All it took was a phone call to the ER and one look at my busted arm.



“The police never knew about the tattoo, Mike. The killer cut it off her.” His face went slack and he looked down at the desktop, his eyes glassy as marbles. I continued. “I’ll make a deal with you. If you tell me the truth about the tattoo, I won’t go to the police about it. I believe you didn’t kill her. Like you said, you couldn’t have. But I think you may have given her that letter M. And I also think the police would be mighty interested in that part of the story.”

He looked me in the eye, scribbled on his paper.


It was 30 years ago.



“Yeah, I know. But in case you hadn’t heard, there’s been another murder. A copycat killing. Ellie Bushey’s daughter. So the police are all of sudden interested in the unsolved case of Del Griswold. Now am I going to go to them with what I know, or are you going to help me out? I’m not interested in getting you in trouble, Mike. I just want to know what happened. I want to understand everything I can about Del’s last months alive.”

I wasn’t good at giving hard-boiled detective ultimatums, but I needed to get somewhere. I felt I was getting close to finding out what had happened to Del, and Mike was an important piece of the puzzle.

He looked at me a moment, then down at his yellow pad. He picked up the pen and started writing. His brow furrowed and his eyes squinted. He held the pen so tight that I was sure it would crack in two. The writing came slow at first, then faster, the letters scrawled quickly, like he was running a race. He filled three pages—as he finished a page he would tear it off and push it toward me, already starting on the next. When he was finished, he wiped sweat off his wide brow and set down the pen.


Most people didn’t know Del like I knew Del. They thought she was just some dumb retard, which I guess is the same way they thought of me. “Two peas in a pod,” that’s what I used to write in my notes to Del. Del said we were more like onions than peas, each of us with all these layers. When people looked, they saw our dirty outsides, that was all. That’s how Del used to say it.

I gave myself my first tattoo when I was 12. Tiny heart with the initials DG inside it. It’s on my right thigh. Dear God. That’s what I tell Lucy those initials stand for, but she must know I’m lying. Never mentioned Del to her. Not now, not ever. I don’t think she’d send me packing, but it would wreck her. To know I’d cared for some other girl so much. Even if I was only a kid. And if she found out that girl was dead, there’d be no contest. You can’t compete with a 1st love—especially not one who’s dead. You’ll always feel 2nd best.

I sure did love Del. All her layers. Even when peeling them back made me cry. Seems like that girl was always finding some new way to make me cry. She said there were other boys. Described what she did with them to me sometimes, like it was supposed to get me all hot or jealous or something, but really it just made me cry. But she said I was her only one. I was special. And to prove it, she asked me to tattoo my name across her chest. That way we’d be bound together…forever. Yeah, forever.

Well, like you know, there’s no such thing as forever. I only got as far as the M. Then some fucker, one of the other guys, I guess, killed her. Maybe he saw the tattoo and freaked out in some jealous rage. Maybe that’s why he cut her like that. To make her all his. I could almost understand that in some fucked-up kind of way. I had no idea the tattoo was cut off. I always expected the police would connect me to the M, but they never did.

Anyway, like I said, I didn’t kill her and I don’t know who did. The girl was a fucking mystery. I loved her yeah, but I never got anywhere close to the center, if you know what I mean. The heart of the onion. I just scratched the surface. Left my M there as a mark.



I finished reading the pages and pushed them back to Dragon Mike. “Thank you,” I mumbled. I felt a combination of things. Jealousy, humility, sorrow. Had I ever let myself love anyone as Mike had loved Del? Loved someone enough to carve their initials in my skin, to carve mine in theirs? I was jealous that he had known such love. And that he had had that chance to know Del in that way. I realized that I hadn’t had the courage to peel back those layers, not just with Del, but with anyone. Not even with my husband. Ex-husband.

One thing was clear—I hadn’t known Del at all. She’d had a whole other life I knew nothing about. A life of boys who loved her, tattooed her, messed around with her. And one of them had killed her. My gut told me it wasn’t the huge man across the desk from me. He’d loved Del, he’d given her the M, but I didn’t think he’d killed her, nor did he know who did.

“I think I’d like a tattoo, Dragon Mike,” I told him, feeling suddenly spontaneous and brave. The big man smiled at me.

“I’d like a name,” I told him. “Desert Rose.”

Mike nodded, turning to a clean page in his pad. He wrote down the name in scripted letters, not unlike the letter M he’d done on Del’s chest.


You want any flowers around it? A red rose maybe?



“Uh-uh. Just the name.”


Where do you want it?



“On my chest, the same place you did Del’s M.”

Mike nodded and took me behind the curtain. As he was setting up, I asked him about the star.

“Mike, do you remember that sheriff’s star you gave Del?”

Mike looked puzzled, reached for his pad of paper, scribbled his answer, and passed it to me.


I didn’t give Del that star.



“Well, who did?”


Not sure. I think maybe she said she got it from her brother or someone her brother knew, maybe. Yeah, I think that’s it. Some friend of her brother’s.



“Which brother?”


The youngest one, maybe. The one she was close to. Can’t think of his name.



“Nicky?”


Yeah, Nicky. Some friend of Nicky’s. Didn’t he have some friend Del was close to? An older guy? Lived up at that commune. He’s the one who gave her the star.
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June 16, 1971



THE LAST DAY OF SCHOOL was a field day—kickball, a watermelon seed–spitting contest, a three-legged race. The recorder band played a concert they’d been practicing for all year. And all the graduating fifth graders would get a diploma—even Artie Paris would be handed a paper and pushed on to junior high at last.

The back soccer field was a wide-open space behind the playground, and it was here that all the kids from Number 5 Elementary were gathered. We spent the morning playing games, and around eleven, the principal started grilling the hamburgers and hot dogs.

After a long and chaotic lunch, Miss Johnstone announced that it was time for the fifth grade scavenger hunt. We were each given a list of things to find and clues telling where we might find some of the more obscure items. Some of the objects were simple: a dime-sized stone, a buttercup. Others were things that had been planted by the teachers: Find and write down the poem in the trees. Somewhere around the storage shed there is a picture of a famous man. Tell us who he is and what he did.

I was looking at the picture, writing President Abraham Lincoln, telling how he freed the slaves then got shot in a theater by a man called John Wilkes Booth, when Ellie came up behind me, breathless from running.

“They’ve got the Potato Girl and Mute Mike down by the river. Come on,” she said, taking my hand and pulling me along behind her.

To the teachers, we must have looked like two playful, innocent girls on a scavenger hunt, running happily across the soccer field. We were moving fast and Ellie was laughing, her white-blond hair streaming behind her, her pretty yellow dress flapping around her unscathed knees. Isn’t it nice that weird Kate has finally made some friends, the teachers might have said to one another. Isn’t it nice how well she’s fitting in?

Beyond the soccer field lay a swath of tall grass, which gave way to bamboo-like reeds a little way in. I had heard that if you knew where to look in the shoulder-high grass, you could find the hidden opening that was the beginning of a path. This path would lead you through the grass, reeds, and wildflowers down to the river. It was here that kids snuck away during recess to shoot off caps or even make out (so the rumors went). Ellie seemed to know the way and did not hesitate before diving into a slight parting of the reeds, dragging me in tow. The damp grass soaked my jeans and Ellie’s fingers dug into my palm as she pulled me toward the sound of running water and teasing voices.

Bloodroot River was not much of a river at all. About the only fish in it were minnows, and during the spring floods you could walk across it and get wet only up to your knees.

When we came into the clearing on the bank of the river, I saw that about a dozen kids were gathered there, standing in a rough semi-circle, looking down and singing Potato Girl rhymes.

When Ellie and I moved into the circle, she still held my hand. I imagine this is what Del first noticed when she looked up at me.

Del was lying on her back in the sand, propped up on her elbows. Artie Paris stood at her feet and had Mute Mike’s arms pinned. Artie held the taller boy as if he were some gangly puppet.


One potato, two potato, three potato, four!

We don’t want this rotten potato ’round us anymore!



The kids were chanting, shouting each word down at Del. A few boys spat on her, and Fat Tommy kicked Del in the ribs.


One potato, two potato, three potato, four!

Del Griswold is a trashy, potato-eating bore!



Del looked relieved to see me.

“Desert Rose,” she mumbled. Her lip was bleeding. I thought maybe she bit it in the fall. Or maybe someone clocked her one. It was hard to say. The one thing that was clear was that Del was in trouble and it looked like I might be her only chance. Her deputy had arrived.

The dozen or so kids gathered around began throwing pebbles down at her; tiny stones they’d stuffed in their pockets. The stones pinged off her, made her twitch like she was being stung.



I KNOW THAT I SHOULD HAVE GONE to Del’s side, hoisted her up from the dirt, snarled a warning to Artie. I should have done what a good deputy would have: backed my sheriff up, right up until the end.

In college, I read in a sociology textbook about a sort of mob mentality. I guess that is the closest I have to an excuse for myself. I got swept away with the feeling that I was part of the group, and in those few confused moments, that felt more real, more exciting to me than my friendship with Del.

I was ten, for Christ’s sake. Doesn’t everyone make mistakes like that back then? Have moments of weakness, cruelty born of fear?

Most people, probably. But I suspect most people don’t spend the rest of their lives reliving those moments, playing the if-only game: if only I had picked Del up out of the dirt that day, if only I’d been brave and true, as she would have been for me, then she might not have been killed.

But that’s not what happened.



ONE POTATO, two potato, three potato, four!

Your daddy is your brother and your mother is a whore!

It was a rhyme I knew well, had heard hundreds of times, but had never joined in on. That day, with Del in the dirt at my feet and Ellie’s hand in mine, part of the pack, I sang along.

Del continued to study me, her pleading face cracking into a twisted, jack-o’-lantern smile, showing her chipped tooth. Then, down in the dirt, pelted by stones, she began to laugh. She laughed as if she could not stop, and her laughter made the crowd around her all the more angry. I was enraged.

“Shut up!” I yelled. “Just shut the hell up!”

The rocks were getting bigger. She flinched each time one hit her, but made no move to escape. She rolled back and forth in the dirt, cackling. Ellie leaned down to get a rock and I did, too. The stone I held was smooth and dark, the size and shape of an egg. It fit perfectly in my palm.

“I got somethin’ for you, Del,” Artie sang, as he shoved Mute Mike away with disgust. The kids stopped throwing rocks and waited to see what would happen next. We all watched in silence as Artie walked over to the edge of the river, where he picked up what looked like a large brown stone. He pulled a jackknife out of his pocket and cut into the object, which I quickly realized was a potato, slicing the end off and carrying the piece over to Del.

“Open up wide, Potato Girl.”

Del kept her jaw clamped shut, but Artie pried her teeth apart and shoved the piece in.

“Have some more, Delores,” he said, straddling her. He pushed another hunk of raw potato into her mouth and she gagged, started to choke.

“Hey Mute Mike, did you know your wife has a secret?” asked Artie, as he tossed the rest of the potato away and wiped his hands on his thighs. He remained in position, straddling Del, pinning her under his weight. Mike was kneeling in the dirt beside them, holding the same position he’d been in since Artie let him go. Del twisted her head, spat out bits of potato. Then she began her mad, grinning laughter again.

“Why don’t you show us your tattoo, Del?” Artie asked.

The smile disappeared from Del’s face and she fell silent. She turned her gaze to me again, but now her eyes glared.

“Traitors get shot in the back,” she hissed.

“What?” Artie asked. “What the hell is that supposed to mean? Who said you could talk, Potato Bitch?”

Del began to fight then, tried to wrestle Artie off, twisting and bucking, but he held fast. I saw that she was wearing the silver star pinned to her chest, but it would take more than that to protect her. So much for talismans.

“Who wants to see the Potato Girl’s tattoo?” Artie called out. “A quarter a look. Come on. Step right up. Where’s that tattoo at, anyway, Delores? Is it on your butt?” At this, he lifted off her, flipped her body over, and jerked down her pants. Her underwear was covered with faded flowers. The elastic had sprung and the panties were loose and clown-like. Artie jerked them down, exposing her bare ass.

“Nothing here,” he bellowed.

But there was something there: both buttocks were bruised brown and yellow, roughly in the shape of hand prints. Ellie let out a little gasp and let go of my hand.

“Jesus, who’s been at you, girl?” Artie asked.

Seeing Del like that was more injustice than Mute Mike could bear. He was skinny, but tall, and when he dove at Artie, no one expected it.

Mike and Artie rolled around on the riverbank that afternoon, stirring up sand, gasping and grunting like neither one of them knew how to speak. Artie proceeded to beat the shit out of Mute Mike. It was the worst fight I’ve ever seen—worse than any of the scuffles in the state hospital years later, or the boxing matches my husband dragged me to when we were dating. I watched that day as Mike’s nose was broken and his left arm was pulled from its socket, where it hung like a loose and useless wing. But Mike fought on, no doubt fueled by his love for the Potato Girl, his need to honor her in some public way. Mike was too busy getting whipped to notice Del as she rose from her place on the ground and backed away, slowly at first, then turned and ran. The other kids, distracted by the fight, yelling, “Kick his ass, Artie,” and “Mutilate Mute Mike!” didn’t seem to notice Del leaving. She ran not back toward the safety of the soccer field and teachers, but along the river, toward town. And without much thought, I took off running right behind her, carrying my stone. In the commotion of the boys’ fight, no one seemed to notice us. On we ran.

Del was always faster than me and although I tried, I could not gain any ground, and, in truth, I’m not sure what I would’ve done if I’d caught up. The rock in my hand said that I wasn’t chasing her to apologize.

There was no playful Catch me if you can called back to me. There was only the sound of our footsteps pounding over dirt and rocks, our own heartbeats deafening in our ears. I followed her nearly a mile to the bridge on Railroad Street, then I watched her turn into Mr. Deluca’s hayfield and run faster still, heading home.

In my last picture of Del alive, she’s running through that field, her yellow cowgirl shirt billowing behind her, in some ways, a ghost already.
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November 17, 2002



I STOPPED AT A PAY PHONE off the highway to call home at just after six. The name on my bandaged chest burned like a hundred bee stings. I had been hurrying back to New Canaan, hoping to beat the snow that the deejays kept warning about on the radio. They reported that it had started to snow in southern Vermont and the storm was working its way up. It was going to be a messy night. The forecasts reminded me of what Ellie had said about people blaming bad weather on the Potato Girl. Maybe this was Del’s storm coming.

“Hi, Raven. Just me checking in. I’m on my way back.”

“Kate! It’s good you called. There’s been an accident.”

“Mom?”

“No, no, not Jean. She woke up just after you left and has been in her studio painting all afternoon. No more redecorating. She’s been very calm. It’s Nicky. He wrecked his truck earlier this afternoon. It happened just after you left. Right by the waterfall.

“I remembered the chimes on Jim’s scanner.

“Jesus, is he all right?” I held my breath, fearing the worst.

“It was a bad accident, but I guess he’s going to be okay. He has a broken ankle. Some cuts and bruises. They’re releasing him from the hospital. He’s been calling every twenty minutes to see if you’re back yet. The phone’s been driving me crazy, ringing off the hook. He was hoping you would pick him up. He said he needs to see you.” Her voice was childishly sarcastic as she spoke this last line.

“Well, if you’re still okay with my mother I’ll swing by the hospital and pick him up.”

“I’m fine, Kate. I’m still waiting for Opal. She took off on her bike just before I came to sit with Jean. She’s supposed to meet me here for supper. I made ratatouille. We’ll save some for you and Nicky.”



THE ER NURSE went over Nicky’s condition with me, telling me they hadn’t ruled out a concussion and giving me a list of warning signs. When I told her I was an RN, she seemed relieved.

“Then you know he needs to be watched overnight.”

“He can come stay with my mother and me. We’ll take care of him.”

She led me into Trauma Room 3, where Nicky was resting on a gurney. There was a cast on his left foot. His face was cut and swollen. He had seven stitches over his left eye and two in his left earlobe. He smiled when he saw me.

“Hiya, Desert Rose. Looks worse than it is. I really don’t feel all that bad.”

“No, I don’t imagine you would, with all the pain meds you’re on. What happened, Nicky?”

“Tell you what, you take me outta here and we’ll talk in the car. My place isn’t all that far if we take the back roads.”

“Uh-uh.” I shook my head. “You’re coming to my mother’s. You’re in no shape to be by yourself. In the morning, we’ll swing by your place and pick up a few things. You’ll stay with us as long as you need to.”

“Well, Nurse Kate, I guess I’m in good hands. I woulda had the accident sooner if I’d known it meant I got to shack up with you.”

He grinned up at me from the gurney he was stretched out on.

The nurse came back in and had Nicky sign his release forms. His gun was being held by one of the cops on duty at the ER, and she told us how to get it back from him. An aide wheeled Nicky out to the car while I carried his crutches and pain medication. I also took charge of the gun, telling him it was out of the question with his pain meds.

“As I recall, you’re a hell of shot,” he said. “I could be in danger.”

I tucked the gun into the pocket of my parka after Nicky showed me that the safety was on.

Nicky managed to maneuver himself into the front seat and get his seatbelt on. The first thing he asked me for when we pulled out was a cigarette.

“I don’t have any. We can stop on the way and pick some up.”

“A bottle of booze, too, maybe. I could use a drink.”

“Not with the narcotics, Nicky. No booze. You’re loopy enough. Now are you going to tell me what happened?”

He was quiet a second.

“Well?” I asked, impatient.

“All right. I’ll tell you. You’re probably about the only one who might believe me, what with all the weird shit you’ve been through lately. I told the cops I swerved to avoid a dog in the road, but that wasn’t how it was, Kate. I was driving home from your place this afternoon, right? And I was thinking things over, kinda lost in my own thoughts. Thinking about you mostly. About last night.” He reached out, put a hand on my thigh, and squeezed. Then he began running his fingers slowly up my leg until I clamped down with my own hand, stopping him.

“So what happened next?” I asked.

He took his hand away, looked out the windshield into the black night.

“Then I got to the turn by the river, right where the waterfall is, you know?”

I nodded, thinking of the postcard of the old waterwheel Ellie had had in her hands earlier. The place Nicky described was the spot in the photograph.

“And damned if this little girl doesn’t run out into the road. She ran right in front of the truck, Kate. Fast as a fucking coyote. I jerked the wheel hard to the right. Just instinct. The next thing I know, the truck’s headed down the embankment and I’m rolling. I guess I blacked out or something. When I came to, the truck was right side up in the middle of the river beside the waterfall. Thank God it’s not much of a river, the water only came up to the top of the wheels. The windshield was shattered, it seemed like there was glass and blood everywhere. I wiped the blood out of my eyes and looked out the side window and there she was, just standing there at the top of the bank, laughing. It was Del. It was my fucking little sister. I blacked out again and the next thing I knew, Jim Haskaway and a couple of other firefighters were pulling me out, strapping me down on a board.”

I didn’t say anything, just gripped the wheel tighter and stared out into the dark road ahead of us. It began to snow.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Nicky continued. “You’re thinking I imagined it. Hallucinated. But damn it, Kate, it was Del standing there looking down at me just as sure as you’re beside me right now. It was Del.”

The truth was, I believed him, but found it more comfortable to stay in the well-rehearsed role of skeptic. It made the whole thing a little less terrifying.

“And you hadn’t been drinking?”

“Christ, Kate! I’d just left your house. I was stone-cold sober! All I had in my belly was the tuna sandwich and glass of milk you’d given me.”

It was snowing harder and driving was like captaining a spaceship moving at warp speed through the stars. I slowed down to a crawl, afraid I’d lose sense of where the road was.

“I have one more question,” I told him.

“Fire away.”

“Do you know who Opal’s father is?”

I took my eyes off the snowy landscape in front of me and focused on Nicky for a few seconds. He began moving around like he was trying to get comfortable, but wasn’t having much success.

“I know. Raven told me. She told me at Daddy’s viewing, of all places. I think she came to the funeral home just to see for herself—to make sure he was really gone. Hell, probably half the people in that room came for the very same reason. My father was no saint. He hurt a lot of people in his day—me and Del included. He used to treat us worse than dogs when he’d been drinking. And sometimes at night, I’d hear him go into Del’s room. I knew what he was up to. But Del never said a word, and neither did I. So when Raven told me what he’d done to her, I wasn’t all that surprised.

“I don’t know what it was Raven expected from me but whatever it was, I couldn’t give it to her. I couldn’t apologize for him, or explain why he was the way he was. Then, when she told me she was pregnant and that she was going to keep the baby, I about shit. I offered to help, you know, give her whatever money I could, but she refused. Guess she didn’t want anything to tie an innocent baby to our fucked-up family. I don’t blame her. I just wished there was more I could do for her.”

Nicky and I were silent the rest of the way home. I left the car running while I went in to buy a pack of cigarettes at Haskie’s. I was relieved to see a teenage girl behind the counter, no sign of Jim. The lights in the antique shop were off. Ellie had gone home, too.

When we got to the bottom of Bullrush Hill, I looked past the destroyed mailbox and the swinging sign at the Griswolds’ place and saw movement in the yard. It was dark and the snow was heavy, but I was sure I caught a glimpse of a fair-haired child disappearing behind the back of the house.

“Did you see that?” I asked, hitting the brakes. The car skidded about two feet.

“What?” Nicky followed my gaze over to the ruin of his old house.

Del. It was Del.

“Nothing, I guess. Must have been an animal.” I decided Nicky was agitated enough without me telling him what I thought I had seen. Maybe it had been an animal after all and my eyes were just playing tricks on me. The driving snow made it difficult to make things out, gave everything an ethereal, dreamlike quality. Del’s storm.

I stepped on the gas and continued up the hill, the rental car’s tires slipping and spinning in the snow.



RAVEN WAS FRANTIC WHEN we got back to my mother’s. Gabriel was with her in the kitchen.

“Opal is missing,” she said. “She’s just gone. I’ve called all her friends. No one’s seen her. She’s been gone four hours now and she wouldn’t be out on her bike in this weather. Something’s happened.”

Nicky sat down awkwardly at the table, resting his crutches against his chair.

As much as I wanted to tell Raven to relax and that Opal was going to turn up fine any minute, I knew immediately that it wasn’t true.

“Have you called the police?” I asked.

“Of course,” Raven said. “The detectives said not to be concerned yet, but they’re planning to stop by in an hour or so anyway to take a look at the knife I found.”

“Knife?”

“I found this in your mother’s locked drawer when I was cooking this afternoon. It’s not hers. I’ve never seen it before.” Raven held out a sealed plastic bag with a small paring knife in it. I recognized it as the one my mother was using to slice strawberries on my first morning home. The morning after the murder. My mind flashed to how disheveled my mother had looked with leaves, dirt, and what appeared to be dried blood on her bandages. Had my mother gone into the woods and found the knife there?

Another, more horrifying thought surfaced: one that I’d been pushing back for days. Had my mother used the knife? Was it possible that this frail, sick old woman could be the one who killed Tori Miller? She was clearly out of her head most of the time, but capable of murder? I doubted it.

But if, somehow, Del had gotten inside her…

“There’s a small piece of blond hair caught under the handle,” Raven said. “If you look carefully, you can see it.”

I held the bag in my hand and searched until I saw that Raven was right, there was a fine strand of hair there. Pale blond.

“I don’t suppose you know where the knife came from?” Raven said, and I shook my head.

“It’s been here since I have,” I told her. “We used it to make strawberry pancakes my first morning home.”

Raven squinted at me, took the knife back, and tucked it carefully into her purse.

“We’re going to go take a drive around in the Blazer,” Gabriel said. “See if we can find any sign of Opal.”

“Do you want me to come with you?” I asked.

“No,” Gabriel said. “You stay here and look after your mother. We’ll let you know if we find anything.”

“Be careful out there,” I said. “The roads are getting pretty slick.”

“I’ll go warm up the car,” Gabriel said, leaving us.

Raven hurried into the front hall for her coat and boots. I followed at her heels. “There’s ratatouille on the stove—your mother wouldn’t eat. She worked on her painting till about six thirty or so, then went to her room to lie down. She said the painting was done.

“Kate, one more thing.” Raven was doing up the top button of her coat. “I’m curious. Where’d your mother find that old badge?”

“Badge?”

“Yeah, she’s got some rusted sheriff’s star pinned to her shirt. Looks like a kid’s toy. I thought maybe it was some old thing of yours.”

I stared dumbly at her, as if she had been speaking some strange tongue.

I wondered if Raven had ever heard about the little detail of the missing star in the unsolved Griswold murder case. If she had, then surely she would have had the police waiting for me with handcuffs and leg irons.

“I’m just worried she’ll hurt herself with it,” Raven explained. “The points look pretty sharp. You might want to try to take it away.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “I’ll get it away from her.” Damn right I will. Especially with the police on their way.

When Raven left, I went into the kitchen, hurriedly scooped some ratatouille into a bowl for Nicky, and told him I was going to go change my clothes. I needed to be alone with my thoughts for a minute.

Opal was missing. I knew the killer had her. I had a lot of jumbled pieces of the puzzle spinning around in my head, but some of them were beginning to fit. I knew the next step was to talk to my mother. But first, I wanted to take a look at her finished painting.

The thought of going into the studio alone frightened me, but I wouldn’t drag Nicky along. This was something I had to do on my own. Besides, I told myself, it was only a painting.

“Aren’t you having anything to eat?” Nicky asked as I put the bowl down in front of him.

“No. I ate up in Burlington,” I lied.

“What’d you do up there anyway? Raven told me you went to see an old friend. Was it Mike? Did you find him?”

“No. I went to his shop, but he wasn’t there.” The second lie came easier than the first. It seemed easier and safer than to go ahead and tell him everything I’d learned and all the things I was beginning to suspect.

“Be right back. I’m just going to change.”

“Into something more comfortable?” he asked, grinning slyly.

I combed my fingers through his hair and he leaned in, resting his head against my belly. He pulled up my shirt and began kissing me, gently at first, then running his tongue along the top of my jeans until I shivered, pulling away.

“I think you’re a little stoned on pain meds,” I told him. He reached out to pull me to him again, but I danced away, promising to be right back.

I carried a candle into the studio, shutting the door behind me. My mother had draped an old white sheet over the painting on the easel.

I moved closer, holding the candle out in front of me, hands trembling. When I pulled back that sheet, it would be like disrobing a child in her Halloween costume. I worried that it would be Del herself I’d find underneath. I looked at the sheet and swore I saw it move, rippling slightly in some breeze I didn’t feel.

It’s only a painting. Only a painting.

I reached forward, grabbed the sheet, and threw it back.

The flames were almost three-dimensional, hypnotic in shades of red, orange, yellow, blue, and purple. The shadowy figure in the corner was now a fully fleshed-out person who seemed at home in the flames. Like she was born of them. The girl my mother had painted in the corner was the exact likeness of Del.

She wore her yellow cowgirl shirt and blue corduroy pants with a thick leather belt—the outfit she had on the day she was murdered. Her gray-blue eyes stared out at me and she had a half smile on her face as the flames shot out around her, licking at her feet like hungry dogs. The sheriff’s star was pinned to her chest, just above her hidden letter M. M for Mike. My own tattoo burned in response. I could almost hear Del saying the name out loud: Desert Rose. A pretty name for a pretty color. Hello, Desert Rose.

“Hello, Del,” I said to the painting, thinking if I could hear myself speak, the fear would lessen.

The flame of the candle I carried leaped up, illuminating the painting. Del’s face glowed, surrounded by the colorful, lively sea of flames my mother had painted. Then I heard a sound, a quiet laughter. It did not seem to come from the painting exactly, but from all around me—the walls, the windows, under the bed. The candle flame jumped back down, flickered, then was out, leaving me in complete darkness.

I knew I was no longer alone.
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OVER THE YEARS, I’ve thought a lot about Patsy Marinelli—remembering her words on the night I told her about Del: The dead can blame. But mostly, what I’ve thought about is what finally became of the huge woman we all called Tiny.

I wasn’t there when it happened, but I arrived for my shift in time to see them taking her body out. The swing shift nurses told me their version of what had happened, and I filled in the details with what I read later in the log.

After dinner, Patsy went around saying good-bye to people. One of the nurses, humoring her, asked her where she was headed. My husband’s coming for me, Tiny said. I’ll be gone soon. And then she went into her room, closing the door behind her.

Poor Tiny, the nurses said to one another. Now she’s forgotten her husband is dead.

During bed check at ten, they found Patsy Marinelli, blue-faced, eyes wide open. She’d choked to death on her own tongue.

The dead can blame.



I FROZE IN THE DARKNESS, waiting for my eyes to adjust. There was a faint glow coming from the window, but other than that small square, I was surrounded by utter blackness. The giggling got louder, more shrill. I thought of crying out for Nicky, but knew he’d have a difficult time getting to me, if he even heard me at all. Ron Mackenzie’s warning raced through my mind: One potato, two potato, three potato, four / She’s coming after you now, better lock the door.

I took a step back, then another, and slowly turned toward the door, my arms in front of me, fingers groping out into nothingness. The air in the room was cool and getting cooler. It felt damp. The floor beneath me seemed to give, like I was walking on dirt. Like I was back in the root cellar. Del’s smell was all around me—damp, rotting potatoes and dirt. It filled my nose and throat until I imagined I could feel actual soil packed in there, stopping my breath.

I shuffled quickly to where I thought the door should be, but my hands found only the wall. I felt my way along it, to the left first, five paces, then back to the right. The wall felt like cold cement, not the smooth shiplapped pine I knew should be there. I remembered my first visit to the Griswolds’ root cellar—how when Del closed the door, I was sure she’d locked me in. I felt that same blind panic setting in.

When my hand found the brass doorknob at last, it was so cold it burned my palm. I pulled my shirtsleeve down and managed to turn it. I twisted the knob to the left and pulled, but the door would not open, as if it had been locked from the outside, but I knew the door had no lock.

Was someone holding it shut? My mother getting back at me for locking her in her room each night, or Nicky maybe, in an effort to prove that his sister’s ghost existed? But the laughter…

I pounded on the door while my mind struggled to give a plausible explanation for what was happening, but all I came up were wild excuses.

“Nicky! Mom!” I screamed. “Let me out! Open the door! Jesus Christ, open the door!”

I put my ear against the door, listening for the sound of someone coming to my rescue, but there was only Del’s laugh. It seemed to be coming from everywhere. It was the laugh of a trickster. An I’m gonna get you laugh. The laugh I’d heard as Del rolled on the ground the last day of school.

The dead can blame.

I rattled the door handle, collapsed against the wood, sobbing, quietly begging now.

“Please,” I whispered. “Please let me out.”

I wasn’t making excuses or inventing plausible scenarios now. Del had me. She had come back just as Nicky tried to warn me she would. Just as Opal had been insisting all along. I leaned against the jammed door feeling that old familiar feeling that whatever happened next would be up to Del. She was making the rules. There was no use fighting the inevitable. My shoulders sagged.

“Okay Del,” I said. “You’ve got me. What now?”

The laughter stopped abruptly, like a switch had been thrown, but the thick smell of soil and rot intensified.

The door swung inward with great force, sending me toppling to the floor. I slid and hit the legs of the easel, and the painting crashed down on top of me—I shoved it away, a bit desperately, squeamishly. Light spilled into the room. Beside me lay the painting of Del, her eyes on me still. I scrambled away from her, butt sliding across the floor, when I realized I was in the shadow of whoever—or whatever—had opened the door.

It took a lot of willpower to turn my head to face the doorway.

When I looked up, it was not Del’s ghost I saw hovering over me. It was my mother who stood in the doorway, grinning. She had on a calico housedress and rubber galoshes. Her hands wore their gauze bandages, thickly padded, like two bright white boxing gloves. Pinned to her chest was Del’s old sheriff’s star.

I stood up to face her, but took a step back when I realized the rotten potato smell was now coming from her.

“I know you!” my mother exclaimed in Del’s voice. She rocked back on her heels. “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet, Deputy. You ain’t seen nothin’ yet.” She turned, marched to the front door, and swung it open. I stepped through the living room, following her at a safe distance. A flurry of spinning snow let itself in through the open door, her own private storm. She walked out into the dark.

“Ma! Ma, where are you going? Get back in here. You’ll freeze to death!”

“Catch me if you can, Desert Rose. Catch me if you can!”

“Ma! Wait!”

I hurried to the front door and pulled my boots on. I snatched my parka from the coat peg and the flashlight from its hook on the wall.

“What’s going on, Kate?”

Nicky had hobbled in from the kitchen and stood awkwardly balanced on his good foot and the two crutches.

“My mom just took off. Only I don’t think it’s her, exactly. I think she’s Del.”

“Your mom is Del?” Nicky squinted at me—now the great believer wore a look of doubt on his face.

I didn’t have time to explain.

“Nicky, just stay here, okay? And lock the door. If she comes back alone, don’t let her in. Wait for me.”

“Don’t let your mom in?”

“It’s not her, Nicky.”

I zipped up my parka and stepped out into the snow, clicking the flashlight on.

“Lock the door behind me.”

The snowflakes stung my face. I swung the beam of light around the cabin and along the tree line but saw no trace of my mother. There were only her footprints, leading exactly the way I knew they would.

I felt for Nicky’s gun in my pocket, praying I wouldn’t have to use it, but feeling reassured by its presence. Would I shoot my own mother if I had to? Did it still count as matricide if I was actually gunning for a little girl ghost? And how could you kill someone who was already dead?

I started off toward the path, and when I got to the boulder at the head of it, I turned right and began my journey down the old trail once more. Surrounded by the forest, the darkness deepened. My feet slipped, and the snowy night just seemed to absorb the flashlight’s beam. I could see about two feet in front of me.

“Ma?” I called out into the dark. But no, that wasn’t who I chasing, was it? “Del? Del, wait up! Wait up, Del!”

My feet shuffled into a slow snow jog, doing more sliding than running. I fell once, then twice. The third time the flashlight flew away from me and I had to crawl on my hands and knees into prickers to get it back. As I rose to my feet the wind kicked up and blew the light powdery snow in gusts. Trees groaned. I kept my eyes on the tracks in front of me, illuminated by the flashlight’s beam.

Was she taking me to my death? Had Del waited all these years, plotting and planning her revenge? Were Opal and Nicky right all along? Was Del Tori Miller’s killer? Del in the form of my vacant, heavily medicated mother? My mother, who just happened to have bloody, leaf-littered bandages and to be wielding a paring knife the morning after the murder.

We were close now. So close. I hurried along through the woods, keeping my light on the footprints in front of me, sure I would lose my way without them. The snow was falling hard and fast, and the wind was blowing it right into my face. I had to keep stopping to wipe the snow out of my eyes. It froze on my lashes, blurring the already dim view I had.

My mother’s tracks turned right at the fork and went in a straight line toward the old leaning cabin. But as I squinted down at the snowy forest floor, I saw that her tracks joined two other sets of footprints that had come from the other direction, from the Griswolds’ field: one smallish set, one very large. They were filling in quickly, and crisscrossed each other, turning here and there from individual prints into dragging streaks.

“Hurry, Desert Rose!” my mother’s voice came floating back out of the darkness, muffled by the snow. “There isn’t much time!”

I looked down at the footprints in the snow and suddenly understood.

Del wasn’t taking me to my death.

She was taking me to save Opal.

I made out the shadow of the cabin just ahead of me. Its lean seemed dangerous. I stopped and ran my flashlight beam along the front of it. There was a soft glow from inside and the windows and open door formed a frightening, crooked face. I saw no movement, but heard voices inside. Then a muffled scream.

I sprinted up to the open doorway—or was it a mouth?—and stepped inside.

My mother was beside the old potbellied stove, looking up at the loft where an old oil lamp swung from a hook on the ceiling. On the floor of the loft, Opal was laid out on her back, her hands bound by thick cord; another length of rope was looped around her pale neck. She had a handkerchief stuffed into her mouth. Her eyes were bulging with terror. And straddling her, holding the two ends of loose cord in his hands, was Zack.
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OH, LOOK! COMPANY!” Zack said, turning away from Opal to study us, but still gripping the ends of the cord like a Boy Scout ready to show off his knot-tying skills.

“Jean, Jean, Jean. What on earth are you doing out in this weather?” He loosened his grip on the rope, giving it more slack. “And Kate, shame on you for letting your mother run around on a night like this in just a nightgown. The poor dear will catch her death.”

But she’s not my mother. She’s Del.

Little by little, I was putting things together, stringing clues like bits of junk on one of Lazy Elk’s old necklaces. Like the one I stole and gave to Del. The only gift I ever gave her.

A friend of Nicky’s gave Del the star. Someone special.

Zack was looking down at us ruefully, shaking his head like a disappointed—but not altogether surprised—mother. Opal seized the opportunity in his moment of inattention—she thrashed her legs fiercely, bucked with her whole body, trying to dislodge him. For an instant I thought she would free herself, roll off the edge of the loft, and fall the eight or ten feet to the floor below. We forgot the mattresses, I thought crazily. But Zack barely budged and simply readjusted himself, setting his knee down in the center of her chest to keep her still. She let out a quiet ooof on impact.

All that practice flying and falling; the jumps from the hayloft, the way she and her bike were airborne going over the ramps she built. Her obsession with stunts that defied gravity and the wing-walking women who hung from rope ladders and did target practice in the sky. And now there Opal was, pinned flat on her back with no tricks up her sleeve, no one to save her but me.

I touched the gun in my pocket, felt for the safety, and released it. The gun was unyielding cold metal. I closed my palm around it, placed my finger on the trigger. Deputy Desert Rose was back in town.

I’d never had the chance to save Del. Thirty years later, she was giving me the chance to save Opal from the same fate.

“Tell me one thing, Zack,” I said. “Why Opal?”

I thought maybe if I could get him talking, he’d let down his guard and I could make my move, though I wasn’t sure just what that move might be.

Zack gave me a greasy little smile and paused for a minute. Just when I was sure he wasn’t going to answer, he spoke.

“Little Miss Light-fingers here borrowed the wrong thing.”

Ah, it all made sense now. Here was the final missing piece. It had nothing to do with Opal’s being related to Del. It was all about Opal’s borrowing.

“Del’s star,” I guessed.

“Ding, ding, ding! Give that lady a prize,” Zack called down, looking truly gleeful. “Opal found it in my desk drawer the day she was waiting for me with the cookies. Not only did she take it, but she actually pinned it to her mother’s jacket and walked around wearing it! The little bitch was taunting me, playing games. It was just like Del all over again.”

“So you decided to kill her and get the star back before someone recognized it,” I said, filling in the rest of the all-too-familiar story. “But Tori was wearing the jacket and you got her by mistake. But at least you got the star.”

And poor Opal kept going back to the woods to search for it, never realizing it was such a crucial piece of the puzzle. She just wanted to get it back to your drawer before you noticed it was missing.

“They really did look alike, don’t you think?” Zack sighed a bit. “And that dreadful jacket; yes, I admit I was misled by it. But now there’s a little piece of Tori keeping Del’s M company. I’ve kept that little piece of Del next to my heart all these years.”

“Inside the Wheel of Life,” I said, sick at the thought of that tiny square of skin held prisoner inside the silver wheel by the God of Death himself.

I remembered the huge-eyed faces with long necks in the lower right quadrant of the Wheel of Life—the hungry ghosts. What could make you hungrier than to have some crucial piece of yourself missing, held hostage by the man who killed you? Then to have that same man threaten the life of your sister, who you’ve been watching over for twelve years. Del was hungry all right. Hungry enough to find a way back.

I looked over at my mother, her white bandages like boxing gloves at her sides, Del’s star gleaming in the lamplight. The talisman that I now understood helped bring her back and keep her here, in my mother’s borrowed body. It was an anchor to her old life, to the physical world.

The increasing amounts of medication we’d been giving my mother had been working all along. My mother had been tranquilized. It was just that the deeper she went, the more room she made for Del—the medication left her body flashing a bright red vacancy sign.

“How did you get my mother to cover for you?” I asked. “She told the police she was with you the afternoon Del was killed. Surely she didn’t know the truth.”

Zack smiled down at my mother. “I told her I’d been with Nicky. She knew enough about my relationship with him to understand why I would want to lie.”

Just then, as if on cue, Nicky tottered in on his crutches. He took in the scene with a narcotic haze in his eyes and said, “What is this? Zack? Kate? Would somebody please tell me what the hell is going on?”

“Hello, loverboy. We were just talking about you,” Zack called down.

“The professor here was just telling us how he used your relationship with him to convince my mother to give him an alibi,” I said.

“Alibi?” Nicky asked.

“He was also telling us how he’s kept a scrap of Del’s skin inside his Wheel of Life,” I said. “That M’s been right there around his neck the whole time. Now he’s got a piece of Tori, too.”

Nicky squinted up at Zack. “You? You killed Del? But me and you, we…I thought…Jesus…” His voice trailed off into a soft hiss, like the last air out of a deflating balloon.

“Poor Nick. You were just part of the package. The red ribbon on top. Your sister was the box of cherries.”

He tightened his grip on the cord in his hands and looked down at Opal the way he must have looked at Del. Maybe he was seeing Del.

“She was too good for you all,” Zack said. “I was going to take her away from her squalid little life: day after day of digging in those godforsaken fields, her fingers always cut open and bruised; listening to those stupid schoolyard Potato Girl rhymes; going to sleep at night only to wake up and find her daddy beside her with his pants down. I was going to save her. But she ruined it.”

“I understand, Zack,” I said. “You loved her. What you had was special—that’s why you gave her the star. But then she got that tattoo….” I shrugged. “You really had no choice. But Zack, that was Del. There’s no need to punish Opal. Drop the rope and let her go.”

“Oh, I’m afraid I can’t do that,” he said. “This little bitch is going to join her sister.”

Opal’s eyes widened as the truth was revealed at last. But she didn’t have much time for processing.

“No!” Nicky screamed and began crutching his way to the ladder as fast as he could.

Zack yanked on the cord, lifting Opal’s head off the floor. She kicked and thrashed as she struggled for air and I finally got a horrifying glimpse at what Del’s final moments were like.

I pulled the gun out of my pocket and lined up my target just as Nicky had taught me to do all those years ago.

I squeezed the trigger easily, naturally. There was not even a second of doubt—I was going to do the one thing I’ve wished for all my life.

At last, I could save the girl.



I CLIMBED UP INTO THE LOFT in what felt like slow motion, thinking of all the times I’d gone up as a child, hurrying behind Del and Nicky. I thought I could still smell our cigarette smoke, hear the thunk of the knife hitting the target on the wall. The knife Del used to cut into our fingers, mixing our blood, making us bound not just in life, but even in death. Blood sisters.

I stepped around Zack, kneeled down, took the now slack cord from around Opal’s neck, and then untied her hands and feet. She let out several wracking gasps when I pulled the wadded-up handkerchief from her mouth.

“You’re okay,” I told her. “You’re going to be okay. I’m going to get you out of here in just a minute.”

Then I turned to Zack, whose body was curled in the rough shape of a question mark. I didn’t need to check for a pulse to know he was gone, but my fingers felt for the carotid artery just the same and found only cool, damp skin. There was surprisingly little blood and the hole in his chest looked small, reminding me of the dove Del had shot all those years ago and the way she pulled back the feathers, covering the entrance wound with her finger.

This man was my mother’s lover, I thought. He used to make her laugh. Back in the tepee. Back when we all believed that utopia was something you could create.

I put my hand on the Wheel of Life pendant and coaxed it gently over the dead professor’s head. It was surprisingly light, considering its size and what it held. The God of Death grimaced; the hungry ghosts seemed to breathe a collective sigh of relief.

I helped Opal down the ladder, holding the Wheel of Life in my right hand. I sat the trembling girl down on one of the moth-eaten cots and carried the pendant to my mother, who accepted it with a grin and pressed it to her chest, just over her heart.

There was so much I wanted to ask, so much I wanted to say, but it was Del who spoke.

“I reckon we’re even now,” Del’s voice said. I caught the moldering scent of damp places and rotting potatoes on her breath. “You’re still my deputy.”

“Always,” I promised. “Cross my heart.”

And to prove it, I unbuttoned my blouse and tore the gauze off. There it was: my own secret in black ink, red and puffy at the edges, right above my heart.

My mother smiled then closed her eyes, as Del whispered my name one final time: “Desert Rose.”

The Wheel of Life slipped from my mother’s fingers, hitting the old pine floor with a dull clunk.

A familiar look of confusion swept across my mother’s strangely placid face.

“Katydid?” she said, her eyes wide open.

And just like that, Del was gone.








PART 3

November 24, 2002
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OPAL TUGGED AT THE TURTLENECK she wore to cover her colorful necklace of bruises—a literal choker—coming out in splotches of purple, yellow, and brown. Sometimes, since that night in the cabin, she felt panicked and short of breath, like an asthmatic, and the trick, her shrink had told her, was to count slowly in her head: breathe in, one, two, three, four; breathe out, one, two, three, four.

This is what she was doing as she sat across the table from Kate in the airport coffee shop. She picked at the cherry pie on her plate, the berries looking strangely limp and pale in their bright red syrup. Kate’s plane was boarding in twenty minutes and there was still so much Opal wanted to say, there were so many questions she thought Kate might know how to answer. Raven and Nicky had gone downstairs to the gift shop to get some maple syrup for Kate to bring home.

“I always wanted a sister,” Opal said.

“So did Del,” Kate told her.

Del’s sister. It was going to take Opal a while to get used to the idea, though in her heart, she knew it was true the second Zack said it. This little bitch is going to join her sister….

Opal went back to counting breaths, picking at the overly sweet cherry pie. She moved her right hand off the table, reached into the pocket of her coat, and felt for her latest prize: a small bottle of tea tree oil shampoo. Something Kate probably wouldn’t even miss, and if she did, she’d figure she just forgot it in the shower in the big barn.

The borrowing would stop. She knew she had to stop. Look at the trouble it had caused. If she hadn’t taken the star from the cigar box in Zack’s desk the day she dropped off the cookies, then Tori would still be alive.

There was the constricting feeling again. Coarse rope pressing into her neck. She tugged at the turtleneck, rubbed the painful bruises. Breathe in, one, two, three, four. Breathe out, one, two, three, four.

She thought about what they’d learned just that morning: there was a third piece of skin inside Zack’s necklace and the police were looking into unsolved murders of young girls in the Toronto area. It still didn’t seem real to her that her beloved uncle Zack was capable of such monstrosities. She couldn’t imagine the cold-hearted calculation; the planning and foresight; the skill involved in not leaving a trace of evidence behind.

She had been so sure there had to be some mistake when Kate first told her about Del’s star. She had gotten on her bike and ridden out to the college to ask Zack where he’d gotten it, positive there was a reasonable explanation. And he had seemed so genuinely surprised when she told him that the star she’d found in his drawer may have been Del’s. In fact, he had suggested that they go straight to the police that very minute. He’d said he’d tell her the whole story of where the star had come from on the way. They’d thrown her bike into the back of his Subaru, and he’d driven, waxen-faced, not to the state police barracks, but to the Griswolds’ old place, where he’d steered the car across the snow-covered fields and parked it in the woods. By the time she knew she was in trouble, it was too late.

Breathe in, one, two, three, four. Breathe out, one, two, three, four.

“I still don’t understand how your mother—Del, I mean—ended up with the star,” Opal said.

“She found it in my room. Zack took it from Tori and planted it in my purse. I don’t know if it was part of some strange, psychotic game or if he was hoping the police would find it on me. After all the trouble he went to to get the star back, you’d think he’d want to keep it. But maybe some tiny, still-rational part of his brain knew it wasn’t safe to hold on to something so incriminating. I’m guessing he took my Swiss Army knife at the same time.”

“So he was…what? Trying to frame you or something?”

“Yeah,” Kate said. “It was perfect, really—my showing up in town right when I did, with everyone knowing my connection to Del. I was a likely suspect. He went to a lot of trouble to set me up, even leaving the knife he used the night he…hurt Tori…on my mother’s kitchen table. I found my mother with it the next morning. Christ, he even had me suspecting her! She was out in the woods the night Tori was killed. I don’t suppose we’ll ever know what she did or didn’t see. I’m guessing it was really Del using my mother to try to save you.”

“The ghost I saw when I went back for the jacket was really your mother?” Opal asked.

Kate nodded. “I think it must have been.”

“What about that night you and I met in the woods?” Opal asked.

“It’s funny,” Kate said. “I was trying to get rid of the very thing you were out looking for. I buried the star in the Griswolds’ old root cellar. Nicky convinced me to dig it up the next night—I stuck it under my pillow and my mother found it. I think finding the star was what gave Del the strength to come back all the way.”

Opal let out a long sigh. “I was so wrong about her,” she said quietly.

“We all were,” Kate said. “It’s sad really. She was as misunderstood in death as she was in life.”

“All those times I saw her, she was watching out for me, right? Checking on me, trying to warn me?”

“Yeah,” Kate said, staring down into the dregs of her coffee, turning the cup in her hands. “I think so, Opal, I really do.”

Raven and Nicky came up to the table, wielding a bag full of syrup, maple sugar candy, a moose T-shirt, and a copy of Vermont Life magazine.

“This should hold you over until you come back for Christmas,” Raven said.

“I feel like a true tourist now,” Kate told them, accepting the bag of treats.

Kate looked over the coffee shop bill and laid some money down on the table, then began gathering up her things.

“I can’t believe I’m leaving,” she said. “That tonight I’ll have dinner in my very own kitchen. God, I’ve missed my microwave—and my dishwasher! But it’s strange, after everything…”

“Kate,” Raven said. “Don’t worry about your mother. Meg says Spruce View is the best. And we’ll visit her all the time, won’t we, Opal?”

Opal nodded vigorously. They’d left Jean earlier that morning, sitting down to tea in a small dining room with cloth napkins. She’d picked up the jar of jam on the table, winked at Kate, and said, “Strawberry, Katydid. Our favorite. Mimi and I put up extra jars of preserves this year. It was a good crop.”

“It sure was, Ma,” Kate had said. “The best season ever.”



AFTER HUGS AND KISSES and promises to call, they watched Kate pass through the security gate and down the ramp to her flight. Opal touched the shampoo bottle as she watched Kate go. When she turned back, she saw that Nicky had tears in his eyes, which was a little weird, but then again, he’d been through a lot in the past few days.

“She’ll be back for Christmas,” Opal said to the man she’d just learned was her half brother. He smiled weakly, like a little boy who’s been promised dessert if he can just get his spinach down.

“Can we go up to the observation tower?” Opal asked.

“If you’re up for it,” Raven said.

“I’ll wait here,” Nicky said, easing himself into a seat.

Opal led the way down the gray-carpeted hallway, around the bend, and up the winding narrow metal steps to the top of the tower, which had always been her favorite part of the airport. It was the size of a small bedroom, with huge windows covering each wall. An old man who sometimes gave tours said it had once been the control tower, before they built the new one. There were some ugly orange seats facing the windows, and a crackling speaker in the ceiling playing all the radio contact from the control tower. Opal and Raven were the only two visitors.

Opal went to the west window and spotted the small DC-9 that would take Kate to Boston, where she’d catch a bigger plane for Seattle. Opal watched as the last of the passengers climbed up the metal boarding stairs. In a few minutes, the stairs were retracted, the door closed, and the plane was taxiing to the runway, the pilot jabbering radio-speak with the guy in the control tower.

“Come on, sweetie, let’s go,” Raven said as she made her way to the stairs and started down, the heels of her boots echoing on the metal steps. “Nicky’s waiting.”

“Coming,” Opal called after her mother. But then, out on the tarmac, something caught her eye just as Kate’s plane was taking off. A little glint of light coming from the wing, like someone was using a mirror to send a signal. It hit her face, bounced off the window behind her, and was gone. The plane lifted off the ground and banked to the left, climbing steadily.

There, on the wing, was Del—her sister—silver star gleaming in the sunlight, arms outstretched as she did a little gravity-defying, daredevil dance. Her cowgirl shirt billowed and her hair flew around her face as she rode the big white bird up into the clouds—the greatest wing walker of all time. And even through the thick glass of the observation tower, Opal was sure she could hear laughter in the wind followed by a playful taunt: Catch me if you can.
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Prologue
JUNE 24, 2006





DIVE, DIVE, DIVE!” shouted Suzy as she clutched the old Chevy’s cracked red-and-white steering wheel, jerking it back and forth in her hands, yanking hard on the turn signal lever to bring the ship down.


She knew it was air that made submarines rise and fall, just as she knew what she would see underwater: the octopus, the coral reef, the toothy smiles of sharks as they came in for the attack. She’d been a thousand times, and it was just like in the song her mother sang, about the octopus’s garden in the shade. But on her way to the garden, there were sharks to run from, enemy subs trying to torpedo her. She knew what it was like to go down into blackness.


Suzy had these spells, like thunderstorms inside her head—that’s how her parents explained it—where she’d black out, thrash around, and wake up confused. Seizures. Storms in her brain. Thunder and lightning. She wore a silver bracelet with her name and a weird red picture of a twisted-up snake on one side, the word EPILEPSY on the other. She took medicine, tiny pills each day.


Suzy was not supposed to play near the old car or the pile of rotten boards out behind her grandma’s house. She knew that once people rode around in the Impala with its white stripe along the side; once the bumpers had sparkled and shown reflections of the open road. The radio had worked then too. The engine had hummed. They had pulled the white top up when it rained, some kind of fancy umbrella.


Now, her parents warned her not to play there: It’s dangerous, her parents told her. You could get hurt. Don’t play there. But that old car called her, the octopus called her, the mice that lived in the hole in the seat called her. The little mouse babies, pink and blind, that squeaked and lived in a nest of straw between the rusted springs, called out to her, a chorus of high-pitched voices singing through nubs of tiny orange teeth. She’d pulled back the torn red-and-white seat cover and seen them wriggle like the tips of fingers. She brought snacks for the mama mouse: pieces of American cheese, peanut butter crackers, birdseed stolen from Nana Laura Lee’s bird feeder.


Suzy knew what mice liked. And this was not just any mouse. This was the secret-underwater-periscope-up-first-officer mama mouse who was friends with the octopus, who told her how to outwit the sharks, who had pushed seven wormy babies out from inside her. The baby mice squeaked louder as they dove deeper into the sea, the water dark as ink around them.


Suzy pushed back her thick blond curls, the heavy ringlets, and squinted through the cracked windshield, out the side portholes. Nana Laura Lee, her mom’s mama, called Suzy “Shirley Temple” and spent hours fussing with the girl’s hair. She bought her ribbons and bows, sweet little dresses that Suzy promptly got caught on prickers and barbed wire, ripping them until they were only good enough for doll bandages or Indian headbands.


But this afternoon’s game was dive down and have tea in the octopus’s garden before her daddy came looking for her. So down she dove, running from sharks the whole way.



“HELLO THERE!”


Suzy’s shoulders jerked when she heard the voice. It was the voice of a tired man, a man stuck on land, a man who clearly didn’t know she was miles underwater now and wouldn’t be able to hear him. Suzy wasn’t supposed to talk to strangers. She knew what could happen if you did. You could end up like Ernestine Florucci, who had been in the second grade with Suzy and now might be gone forever. Even though they lived in Vermont—where, Suzy now realized, listening to the grown-ups, things like that weren’t supposed to happen. Like living in Vermont was a vaccine against bad things.


She pulled the dive lever on the sub and sank further, thought about something she’d seen on the news last week, something about Ernestine, but her daddy had jumped up and turned the TV off before Suzy could hear. The news man in the blue suit was saying something about a confession, which Suzy knew was when you went into a little room with a priest with a white collar. Then the TV snapped off and her parents talked in hushed voices. They had all gone out for creemees—Suzy got a chocolate-maple twist with extra chocolate sprinkles.


“Whatchya doing there?” the man asked Suzy, his voice friendly. He was right beside her now, his hands resting on the chipped red door. He was wearing a green jacket with a badge pinned to the front and carrying a walkie-talkie. This man was a police officer. He had a gun and everything.


She squinted up at him, the light from the midday sun beyond the trees behind him giving him a kind of glow like an angel, like the way the world sometimes looked just before a seizure, like everything had this halo, everything holy.


Suzy heard the sound of dogs barking, coming nearer, men talking, their footsteps cracking twigs, the cold squawk of staticky voices on walkie-talkies. They were coming up the pine needle–covered path that led down to the lake. Was she being arrested? Had her parents sent the police to see if she was playing where she was not supposed to?


“What’s your name?” asked the man. He had short dark hair, a little dimple in his chin. “You live near here?”


She was allowed to talk to police officers. She was pretty sure. Suzy blinked.


“My name’s Joe,” he said, extending his hand. She stuck out hers to shake. His hand was soft and warm, smooth as the skin of a baseball glove. She gave in and told him her name.


“That’s a real pretty name for a real pretty girl.”


She hated this talk—this pretty-girl-pretty-name-pretty-hair-pretty-ribbon, “you look just like a little angel” talk adults gave. She hated the winks, the nods, the little pats on her head, testing the bounce of her curls.


The dogs were there then and men in uniforms, men in wide-brimmed hats kicking at leaves, looking at the ground, letting the dogs pull them around. Big German shepherd dogs, police dogs, dogs that could bite, could crush your hand. Suzy had seen a program on TV about a man who couldn’t see and needed a dog to help him. A special dog who helped him cross streets, get on buses, do his shopping. Smart dogs, German shepherds.


These police dogs were over at the pile of rotten wood, the boards with nails that could give you lockjaw, and they were whining, barking, digging at the ground like there was hamburger underneath, some sweet dog treat. Or maybe it was drugs. Dogs could sniff drugs, she knew this from school, from Officer Friendly, who brought his trusty dog Sam, the drug sniffer, with him. Sam wore a leather harness like the blind man’s dog, like maybe Officer Friendly was blind, blind to drugs, to danger even, without Sam. Dogs could smell hundreds of times better than humans. Dogs could smell things miles away. Dogs were faithful and friendly and loyal. Dogs drooled. Their feet smelled like Fritos. Their breath could smell rotten like something got caught in their throat and died.


The men in uniforms were pulling at the boards, someone was taking pictures, someone had a video camera. Maybe they were all in a movie, a movie like her Nana Laura Lee had been in. They were all movie stars.


“So where do you live, Suzy?” asked Joe. She told him. She told him her grandma’s house was on the other side of the trees there, but that her grandma didn’t really live there, she lived far away in a hotel for people who took medicine for their heads. Her daddy was fixing screens on the windows because they were selling the house. She told him that when Daddy was done, they would visit Nana Laura Lee, who lived down by the lake in a faded pink trailer with a hundred bird feeders outside. Nana Laura Lee loved birds. Laura Lee had a white submarine in her yard that was actually a propane gas tank, but ever since Suzy was small, she believed it was a special private submarine for exploring the bottom of the lake. Laura Lee was a little crazy, that’s what Suzy’s daddy said, but Suzy’s mom explained that everyone was really a little crazy once you knew them.


Even Suzy’s own mom and dad were crazy, she guessed. They had played in these woods as kids. The pile of rotten boards was once a stage where Mommy had been a crocodile and Daddy was Peter Pan.


The policeman was still talking to her, asking her how often she came out to the woods, how old she was, what grade she was in, if her daddy knew where she was. One of the men in a green-and-tan uniform called to him.



“Sergeant Crowley, we found something!”


And the sergeant named Joe went over, walked through the circle of men and eager barking dogs, got down on his knees, and peered into the hole that had been covered by the wood the men had pulled away.


“Call forensics,” he said. “I want the whole team out here. And rope this area off! Now!”


The baby mice squeaked for food, for their mama, and Suzy told them to hush, there were dogs around. She got out of the Impala, hopping over the door that had been stuck closed for years, and snuck up behind the men. She got down on her hands and knees, peered through the legs of one of the men, and saw something down in the hole—some old clothes, dirty, red, and torn; and just when it was coming into focus, just when she saw it had eyes, it had teeth, and scraps of hair, Sergeant Joe was swooping her up, saying this was no place for little girls, asking her to point to where her daddy was, saying not to be scared, that he was going to take her home.













JUNE 5, 2006





RHONDA FARR HAD two Peters in her life: the Peter she loved but could not have, and now the white rabbit, which she, not unlike Alice in Wonderland, seemed destined to chase down the hole. But Alice’s rabbit was not named Peter. The only Peter Rabbit Rhonda had known was the one in the storybook by Beatrix Potter, a common brown rabbit with a white fluffy tail, who just couldn’t stay out of poor Mr. McGregor’s garden.


On the other hand, Rhonda’s Peter Rabbit was Ernestine Florucci’s rabbit: all white and, as she would tell the police, about six feet tall.


“A rabbit?” the state troopers would ask, hands poised to scribble notes in black pads. “Six feet tall? Are you sure?”


Though the police were skeptical, Ernestine’s mother, Trudy, believed Rhonda’s story; she believed her but refused to forgive her.



The lives of Ernestine, Trudy, and Rhonda—maybe the lives of everyone in Pike’s Crossing—had changed forever in about three minutes. The time it takes to soft-boil an egg.




IT WAS WELL past Easter when Peter Rabbit appeared to Rhonda, swooping away little Ernestine. It was the fifth of June, and Rhonda had pulled into Pat’s Mini Mart to fill her tank so she could make it to a job interview in Burlington that afternoon. She was running late, but she needed to stop, there was nothing in the tank but fumes. She also thought she might see Peter. Rhonda had been nearly out of gas all weekend, waiting until today to stop, because she knew Peter would be at the garage.


Visiting him before the interview, even just a quick Hey, how’s tricks, Ronnie? would give her a little jump start. She avoided his house because then she’d have to make small talk with Tock, come up with some excuse for stopping by, and, most painful of all, Suzy would come out and circle around her, jumping up and down—a cherubic reminder of the futility of Rhonda’s situation.


It was a perfect early-June day, the temperature hovering in the mid-seventies. Rhonda drove with her windows open, inhaling the scent of newly mown grass and just-opened lilacs in people’s yards. The campgrounds around Nickel Lake had opened on Memorial Day and Rhonda could smell the smoke from the campfires. Brightly colored blow-up toys hung from hooks on the rafters in front of Pat’s: sea monsters, inner tubes, a small yellow raft, and a grinning crocodile with handles and cup holders. Overpriced bundles of camp wood were stacked below. Two ice machines stood to the left of the front door and a sign in the window promised cold beer, camping supplies, and night crawlers inside. Summer was here. And there was Rhonda, overdressed in a pressed white shirt and khaki suit. She eyed the crocodile longingly.



The interview she was probably going to be late to wasn’t even for a job she particularly wanted. It was in her field (she’d graduated two weeks before with a BS in biology) and would look good on her résumé: research assistant for a University of Vermont study of zebra mussels—invasive mollusks that were hell bent on taking over Lake Champlain, encrusting water pipes and shipwrecks on its floors, crowding out the natives.


Pat’s Mini Mart was the only place in Pike’s Crossing to buy gas. It was also close to Nickel Lake, so they got a lot of business from campers and folks with summer cottages. Pat’s was also rumored to be the best place in the area to buy lottery tickets. They’d had a jackpot winner two weeks before—two hundred fifty thousand dollars—and a five thousand dollar winner before that.


Rhonda would later learn that it was the lottery tickets Trudy Florucci stopped for that day. She carried her lucky numbers in the pocket of her acid-wash denim jacket along with enough money for four tickets and a pack of menthol cigarettes, the no-name brand that was cheaper than regular brands like Kool, which was what Trudy smoked when her husband was alive and she could afford such luxuries. Trudy would tell all of this to one of the state troopers, spilling out painful little details of her life to an utter stranger at the most awkward of moments—and it would make Rhonda cringe. As if Trudy had opened her mouth, pulled back her cheek, and shown the cop a raw and seeping canker sore.




PAT’S HUSBAND, JIM, was the one who pumped the gas at the full-service station. Full service was a funny way of putting it, Rhonda thought, because Jim never washed the windshield and when asked to check the oil, he grumbled and banged around under the hood so ferociously you were sure never to ask him to do it again. That day, Jim, who was skeletally thin and alarmingly tall, sauntered out in his blue coveralls, looking especially bored. His dark hair was slicked back and he wore several days of stubble.


“Fill her up today?” he asked, just staring out over the roof of Rhonda’s car. He swatted at a bug by his left ear.


Rhonda nodded up at him from the open window of her blue Honda. She smiled, but he did not seem to see. Jim unscrewed the gas cap, selected the grade—regular (he didn’t bother asking)—and began to fill her tank.


“Peter around?” Rhonda asked, trying not to sound too hopeful as she peered into the garage.


“Took the day off,” Jim said, and Rhonda felt her heart sink. Stupid, stupid, stupid, she told herself.


“All by myself here,” Jim said, sounding a little bitter. He rubbed at his earlobe. The bug had gotten him after all—probably a blackfly, it had been a terrible year for blackflies.


Pat was out getting her hair done, Rhonda would learn later, which was why, when Trudy Florucci pulled up in the rusted-out Corsica, parking in front of the ice machines, Jim left the pump running to go back into the store to take care of her. Pat usually ran the cash register; she ran the whole place, actually—dealing with the books, the deliveries, carding high school kids for beer (a task she took pleasure in). What she did not take pleasure in was when a new delivery driver or salesman went right for Jim with questions, requests, sales pitches, assuming he must be in charge. Some even called him Pat. She took to wearing a large nametag that said PAT, STATION OWNER AND MANAGER. That day, Pat was gone, getting her three-month perm down at Hair Today.


Trudy left the engine running, thinking she wouldn’t be long, that she should leave the radio on for her daughter, little Ernie Florucci, who sat strapped into the backseat with its faded upholstery riddled with stains and cigarette burns. Ernie had just been picked up from school. She was wearing a red corduroy jumper and had her brown hair in pigtails held with matching red elastics. Ernie was in second grade. Second grade, Rhonda would think later, trying to go back in her mind to what she had been like at that age, how vulnerable she must have been, how small and insignificant.


Trudy had left the radio playing, the volume up loud enough that Rhonda could hear it from her own car. It was country music, which Rhonda never listened to, even as the radio stations that played it seemed to multiply, so she didn’t recognize the song. It was a love song maybe, a song about heartbreak—aren’t they all, Rhonda would later think.


The music was distracting to Rhonda as she sat nervously going over what she might say in the interview, what questions they might ask. She had spent the past two days reading up on zebra mussels so she would sound smart, informed. She wanted the researchers to know she cared enough to do her homework. She was rolling over these facts in her mind, thinking about the sneaky destructiveness of the invasive species, about the photos she’d seen of larger native mollusks smothered by zebra mussels—when the third car pulled into the lot, right alongside Trudy’s Corsica.


It was a gold-colored Volkswagen Beetle, and Rhonda’s first thought was Shit, Laura Lee Clark. Tock’s mother. Rhonda put her head down, pretending to study the dial on her radio. She was not in the mood to make chitchat with Laura Lee, who was sure to bring up Peter and Tock (such a happy couple, she was fond of saying), and little Suzy’s latest brilliant endeavor (a genius, Laura Lee insisted, my granddaughter’s a genius). Rhonda kept her head down, but glanced up just enough to see the driver open the door and climb out. That’s when she saw that the car was not driven by crazy old Laura Lee Clark at all, but by a large white rabbit.



“You mean someone wearing a rabbit suit?” one of the state troopers would ask her later. “Like the Easter Bunny?”


“Yes,” she would tell him. “Of course. A white rabbit suit. A costume. It was a man wearing a costume.”


“How do you know it was a man, Miss Farr? With the costume?”


“I don’t know, I guess. It just…it just seemed like it would be a man. And he was tall.”


“Six feet tall,” the trooper repeated back to her, reading from his own notes.


But the truth was, when the rabbit got out of the car, there in the Pat’s Mini Mart parking lot at quarter to three on a Monday afternoon, it didn’t occur to Rhonda that there might be a person inside. He hopped like a bunny, moved quickly, nervously, jerking his big white head one way, then the other. He turned toward Rhonda, and for an instant he seemed to stare at her with his blind plastic eyes. She imagined she could almost see his nose twitch as he gave a slight nod in her direction.


Rhonda watched as the rabbit rapped on Ernie’s window with his big white fluffy paw. The little girl grinned up at him and pushed open her door. He leaned down and Ernie touched the bunny fondly on the head, right behind its ears, and unbuckled her seat belt.


The rabbit held out its paw and Ernie took it in her own small hand, stepping from her mother’s car to the gold Volkswagen, getting in the passenger seat without a struggle, without any hesitation. The little girl smiled the whole time.




THE GOLD VOLKSWAGEN had a dent in the rear bumper.


That was all Rhonda could tell the troopers when describing the car. She told them how, at first, she thought it was Laura Lee, then it turned out not to be. She hadn’t thought to get the license plate number.



“But it was a Vermont plate? Not out-of-state, Quebec, like that?” one of the troopers asked.


“Yes, Vermont,” Rhonda said, hating herself for not even thinking to notice the plate and commit it to memory. “I think so anyway.”


“Okay, was there anything else distinguishing about the car? Some rust? Was there anything in the backseat maybe?”


“I didn’t see into the backseat. And no, it was just a gold bug. Nothing unusual except the driver.”


“The rabbit,” the cop said, a trace of skepticism in his voice. He was the shorter of the two and Rhonda believed he couldn’t have been more than nineteen, barely over adolescence. The rash of pimples at his temples looked painful, more like boils, really, under the shadow of his wide-brimmed hat.


“Yes, the rabbit.” Rhonda’s voice shook a little this time, from nerves and frustration, the frustration of having to explain herself again and again, of knowing what Trudy said was true—it was Rhonda’s own fault that Ernie was gone. She had taken no action. She watched the small girl in the red jumper be taken as easily as she had watched life unfold beneath the lens of her microscope: as a passive observer slightly in awe of the sight before her.


This was not who she was. She was a doer, someone who made lists. Someone who was methodical and looked at things with a keen, scientific eye. She always knew the next logical step in any situation. But for some reason, that afternoon, she sat staring, paralyzed, dumbfounded. Hypnotized by a white rabbit.


The other trooper was with Trudy on the other side of the store. Jim had pulled the folding chair with the ripped padding from behind the counter and set it up beside the candy rack, next to the Hershey bars and Good & Plentys. Together, he and the policeman had guided the nearly hysterical Trudy to the chair and were doing their best to calm her. Only moments before, when it finally sunk in that Rhonda had seen the abduction and done nothing, Trudy dove at her and tried to put her eyes out with her freshly manicured nails. Trudy’s nails were no joke. They were two inches long, filed to points, and showed off a fresh coat of a reddish orange that reminded Rhonda of a bleeding Creamsicle. The taller state trooper, the one who seemed to be taking the lead role in the investigation, pulled Trudy off and led her across the store to the chair Jim was setting up. Rhonda stayed with her back against the beer cooler, her head bowed.


“You did nothing!” Trudy called back. “You sat on your fucking fat ass and watched my little girl get taken away!”


Rhonda did not consider her ass fat but, compared to Trudy’s size six figure, Rhonda was a big girl—a chunky, five-foot-five-inch size fourteen who carried most of her weight in her torso. Rhonda’s face was round too, and she was forever trying to find a haircut that might help make it seem less so.


Once the taller trooper had settled Trudy into her chair, he resumed his questioning.


“Is there anyone you know who might have taken your daughter? A family member? An ex-boyfriend, maybe?”


“I’m a fucking widow! I don’t have any boyfriends. I have Ernie and my sister and that’s all.” She began to cry, mascara running black streams down her pale face, cutting tracks through her foundation.


“Please, ma’am. I’m sorry. I know this is hard. But has Ernie told you about anyone? The parent of a friend, maybe? A stranger watching her play?”


“It was the rabbit!” Trudy cried. “Fucking Peter Rabbit! Oh, God!” She was sobbing and fumbling in the pocket of her denim jacket for the new pack of cigarettes and her lighter. Lottery tickets fluttered to the floor. The tall state trooper leaned down and picked them up, held them in his hand while she lit her cigarette, studied them like they were evidence.



“She’s been telling me for over a month now about Peter Rabbit visiting her. Taking her to Rabbit Island in his submarine. She even drew pictures of it. Christ! I thought it was all made up!”


Jim sauntered over and put a reassuring hand on Trudy’s arm, giving it a squeeze with grease-stained fingertips. “I called over to the beauty shop. Pat’s on her way. Don’t you worry, Trudy. Ernie’ll show up. Just like that girl down in Virginia. They found her safe and sound, now didn’t they?”


Rhonda thought of eight-year-old Ella Starkee, the little girl kidnapped in rural Virginia last month and found in a hole ten days later. She survived by catching rain in a rusty tin can and eating earthworms. Rhonda shivered. Trudy glared at her, eyes glazed with fury.


“The fat girl knows more than she’s saying,” Trudy spat. “I mean, why the fuck else did she just sit there? She probably knew the guy. They were working as a team. She was the lookout. Don’t kidnappers do that?”


“We’ll investigate her thoroughly, ma’am,” said the cop.


The shorter trooper with the bad skin led Rhonda outside, where they stood talking on the oil-stained pavement.


Rhonda watched Trudy stare out at her through the glass window with its collage of beer and cigarette signs. WEDNESDAY SPECIAL: 5 CENTS OFF EACH GALLON OF GAS ALL DAY!!! MECHANIC ON DUTY, promised another. But where was Peter?


Trudy continued glaring out at Rhonda like she expected to suddenly notice a white fluffy tail peeking from beneath her blazer.




WHEN DETECTIVE SERGEANT Joe Crowley arrived at Pat’s Mini Mart, he called in a team to come and search the area. More state police arrived along with a white forensics van. They took pictures. They searched the parking lot for tire tracks and other evidence. They dusted the passenger side of Trudy’s car for fingerprints, even though Rhonda had made it clear that the culprit’s hands were well covered. After all, the bunny had furry white paws.


Crowley put out an APB for the gold Volkswagen, for Ernie Florucci. He issued an AMBER alert. He sent the taller trooper home with Trudy, instructing him to pick up the girl’s rabbit drawings and a recent photo of Ernestine. The trooper helped Trudy up out of the tattered chair and gently handed her the lottery tickets he’d been holding.


“You can’t forget these,” he told her with a wink. “I’ve got a feeling they’re real lucky.” Trudy gave a half smile and stuffed the tickets into the pocket of her denim jacket, then walked to the car, leaning into the cop as he guided her, his arm around her waist.


Sergeant Crowley had an air of authority that made Rhonda relieved and hopeful. If anyone could find the little girl and the rabbit, Crowley could. He was in his mid-forties (her father’s age) and wore his salt-and-pepper hair very short. He had on dark trousers, a white shirt, and a dark green tie with a gold clip. He looked, to Rhonda, like a man who had been in great shape once, an ex-athlete who blew out a knee and had let himself fill out a little.


“Miss Farr, is there anything else you can tell me about the rabbit? Anything at all?”


“No,” said Rhonda, shaking her head. There was nothing else she could tell him. Not about this rabbit, but once, long ago, there had been another white rabbit and he too, in time, had somehow slipped away.













APRIL 11, 1993





THERE WAS SNOW in the woods. Her feet were slipping as she ran in her good yellow Easter shoes, ankles numb from cold. Lizzy was beside her. They were holding hands. Laughing each time they fell. Lizzy wore matching yellow shoes with pale satin bows: she had seen Rhonda’s and begged her mother to take her to the mall for an identical pair. It was like that with the girls: whatever one had, the other longed for.


Lizzy and Rhonda told everyone at school they were twin sisters living as cousins, when the truth was they were not related at all. But still, the other kids believed the story about them being twins. It was an easy lie to believe, because they looked so much alike: two chunky girls with straight, dark, tousled hair, dirt under their nails, funny overbites from sucking thumbs too long. They were quiet girls with big brown eyes. Koala bear eyes, lemur eyes, eyes that seemed to take up their whole plain faces.



They had been best friends since before they learned to talk—sharing a sandbox, being walked by their mothers in matching pink strollers down to the lake. And when words came to them, they seemed, the way their mothers described it, to develop their own secret language—a coded communication that no one else could understand, full of words such as daloor, ub, ta, and skoe. Their parents were worried that the girls would go on speaking this way to one another, would have no need for the rest of the world, for words like cat and swim and thank you.


Sometimes Rhonda thought about this when she looked at Lizzy—how once upon a time, all they needed was each other.


They had been born two days apart, this much was true, though they made up the lie about being from same mother—how Rhonda stayed in after Lizzy came out and their mother didn’t know about the other one until she went to the bathroom a couple of days later and out popped Rhonda.


“Into the toilet!” the girls would holler in their singsong voices, identical in pitch and tone. “Rhonda fell into the toilet!” Which didn’t seem like a bad beginning, just a funny one.




PETER WAS RUNNING ahead of them, closest to the rabbit. He had his father’s red wool hunting cap on over his blond curls but he hadn’t worn a jacket. He was thirteen and Rhonda knew that as a general rule, thirteen-year-old boys didn’t believe in jackets unless it was way below freezing. He had announced that this was the last year he’d do the egg hunt: Easter baskets were kids’ stuff.


Rhonda and Lizzy rounded a bend in the path, and Lizzy hit a tree root and tripped, falling, pulling Rhonda down on top of her, both girls cackling, their good Easter dresses ruined already.


“Eew!” Rhonda complained, pushing herself up. “What have you been eating?”


“Sardines,” Lizzy said, smiling.



“Gross! For breakfast?”


“My dad says they’re full of calcium. You know, ’cause of the bones and stuff in them. They’re the latest part of the Rockette regime.”


“Your breath smells like cat food.” Rhonda took off down the path, toward Peter and the rabbit, Lizzy right behind her.


Rhonda thought the entire, ever-changing Rockette regime was stupid, even the name. She thought the dumbest part of all was that Lizzy had never even seen the Rockettes except on television. How can you decide from some five-minute routine on a twenty-inch television that that’s what you want to do with your life? But Lizzy was determined. And to be a Rockette, she kept reminding Rhonda, you had to be at least five foot six.


“I’m way too short, Rhonda.”


“You’re ten! You’re totally average for ten.”


“Neither of my parents are tall. I’ve got short genes. It’s a curse.”


So, in addition to practicing eye-high kicks, Lizzy ate weird, allegedly tallness-enhancing food and avoided soda, which she swore rotted your bones and stunted your growth.


“Besides,” she said, “soda’s full of sugar. And who’s ever heard of a fat Rockette?”




PETER AND THE rabbit had reached the stage. The rabbit jumped into the driver’s seat of the old abandoned convertible and pretended to drive.


“Over here!” Peter shouted. The girls raced to catch up.


There, in a nest of snow tucked into the backseat, were the three plastic eggs that marked the true beginning of their hunt.


“Oh!” Lizzy exclaimed, clapping her hands together, like the eggs were a strange surprise—not the very thing she’d been looking for.



Rhonda bent down and picked her egg up out of the car. Tucked inside the orange egg, like a fortune in a cookie, was a message: Go to the top of the hill. Look next to the rock.


She gazed up at the rabbit, who was standing on the hood now, hands on his hips, impatient and ominous with his huge paws and ears, the plastic cartoon-style eyes scratched from years of Easter rentals, the white fur dingy and smelling of dry cleaning chemicals.


Rhonda took off to the top of the hill, leaving her two friends to their own quests.


It went on like this for almost an hour. Zigzagging through the woods, finding an egg, following the clues inside to get to the next one. She’d run into Lizzy and Peter and they’d compare hiding places and messages, but always with the breathless urgency to hurry back to the hunt.


Rhonda’s breath was smoke. She wheezed from exertion. The rabbit darted in and out of trees, taunting. Pointing in one direction, then another. Holding his head and belly as he doubled over in silent laughter when she slipped and fell, when she believed him and went the wrong way looking for her next egg. Trickster rabbit.


When at last she grew tired of the game and was too cold to go on, the rabbit appeared, took her hand in his white fluffy paw, and led her to a small clearing. There, on top of a large, flat rock was her orange basket, shimmering with green plastic grass, stuffed full of chocolate bunnies, eggs, and jelly beans. He nodded down at her, and just for a minute, before she picked up the basket, he led her in a celebratory dance, their own little joyful bunny hop, one furry arm around her waist, the other clutching her cold fingers in his thick paw. There were none of the high, Rockette-style kicks Lizzy was famous for, just a clumsy little slippery-soled shoe shuffle. They stomped a little circle in the snow, then he let her go and, with a wave, turned and hopped back down the hill.



Rhonda took her basket and raced through the woods to her house with its warm, familiar smells: coffee, cinnamon buns, bacon. The table was laid out for Easter brunch. Peter was already there, the contents of his own basket spilled out on the couch. Rhonda saw right away that he’d gotten comics and a pocketknife. She had Silly Putty and lip gloss. Peter was picking black jelly beans out of the mixed bag and throwing them up in the air to catch them in his mouth. He’d seen a guy do this with peanuts in a western and had been working on it ever since.


Rhonda couldn’t remember ever not having Easter brunch with Peter and Lizzy. Her dad and Peter and Lizzy’s dad, Daniel, had grown up together and been best friends forever. They were practically brothers, Rhonda heard her dad say once. And the Shales lived next door—a quarter mile down Lake Street, a little closer if you cut through the woods.


“Where’s Lizzy?” asked Aggie, Lizzy and Peter’s mom. She wore a lime green dress that showed her knees, shoes with heels, lipstick, and rouge. Her short, spiky hair was dyed magenta and stuck up like she’d just been struck by lightning. She had a highball glass in her hand even though it was only ten in the morning. Her hand trembled slightly, as if holding the glass took all her strength.


“Still in the woods with the rabbit,” Rhonda said.


“They’ll both end up with frostbite,” said Aggie.


“It’s not that cold, Ma,” Peter said, opening his new knife and running his finger across the blade.


Aggie fixed her eyes on Peter, drained what was left in her drink, and rattled the ice like dice in a cup. Rhonda could smell her perfume, which seemed both sweet and rotten—like a Venus flytrap, Rhonda imagined.


“Coffee’s ready,” said Rhonda’s father as he held out a cup to Aggie. His dark hair was cut short, and he had on a white button-down shirt and tie, which made his face and hands look tan even though it was April; Clem had the kind of complexion that left him bronze year round.


Aggie squinted at him, put down the glass, and took the steaming mug. Rhonda’s father sipped at his own coffee, keeping an eye on Aggie the way you’d watch an unpredictable dog who might lunge and bite at the slightest provocation. He set down his coffee, reached into his shirt pocket for the unfiltered Camels, and lit one, using the three remaining fingers of his right hand as expertly as if the other two had been missing all his life.


When Rhonda was a little girl, she used to sit on his lap and ask him to tell the story of how he lost his fingers.


“It only took a second,” Clem would explain, Rhonda on his lap running her tiny fingers over the scarred nubs where his two missing digits had been.


“Daniel and I were at the mill, working on a big order of beams with Dave Lancaster.”


Rhonda would nod. She knew Dave. He was the boss at the mill. He’d once gotten into a wrestling match with a black bear, and if you weren’t careful, he’d offer to show you the scars, which were on his butt.


“I was guiding a piece of hemlock through the saw,” Clem would continue. “Daniel was behind me.”


“And he had a seizure,” Rhonda would say, having the story memorized.


“That’s right, sweetie. He fell against me and I wasn’t expecting it. My hand went right into the blade.”


“Did it hurt bad?” Rhonda asked.


“No,” Clem answered. “It happened too fast and then after, I was too surprised. I was in shock.”


“In shock,” young Rhonda would repeat back to him, thinking about electricity, how she was not supposed to go near outlets or play in thunderstorms because of shocks.


“It was an accident,” Clem would tell her.



“But what happened to your fingers?” Rhonda would ask, squirming on her father’s lap.


“I guess I don’t know,” Clem would answer.


Rhonda would imagine the fingers lying there in the sawdust on the floor of the mill, still warm.


“I think your fingers were lonely for your hand,” the little girl would say, and this would make her father—who once admitted that on some mornings he thought he could feel himself wriggling those fingers awake—smile a sad and longing smile.




RHONDA’S MOTHER, JUSTINE, shuffled into the dining room from the kitchen, her feet in worn pink slippers. She had on her usual outfit: a matching sweat suit; this time, for Easter, she’d worn one in pale lavender. She carried a fresh tray of cinnamon buns and placed it in the center of the table.


“Justine,” Aggie said, her voice thick with an alcohol drawl, “you’ve outdone yourself! Everything looks won-derful!”


Justine nodded and went back into the kitchen to make waffles and, no doubt, hide out in the breakfast nook with a cup of black coffee and a romance novel. Rhonda thought she should go help her mother, keep her company at least, but she found herself planted by the French doors leading from the dining room to the patio, scanning the tree line at the edge of the yard for Lizzy and the rabbit.


“Maybe they got lost,” Rhonda said to no one in particular. She turned back to see Aggie lean over and pull the cigarette from between her father’s lips and place it in her own, taking a long, deep, lung-killing drag.


Rhonda went back to looking out the window, breathing onto the cold panes of glass to leave a film, then drawing in the condensation. She drew eggs. And a crude-looking rabbit with uneven ears.


“There they are now,” Peter said. He’d come up behind her and rested his chin on her shoulder, his black-jelly-bean-scented breath hitting her cheek, making her feel warm all over.


Through the trees came the rabbit with Lizzy sitting high up on his shoulders, like an Easter queen in her yellow dress and shoes. She was laughing, swinging a pink basket full of candy as the rabbit jogged with her across the lawn, holding her legs against his chest with huge white paws.


Once inside, the rabbit set Lizzy down, then walked over to Aggie, whispering something in her ear and grabbing her rear end. She leaned back into him, wiggling her butt against him and laughing. She turned around to face him and tugged gently at his crooked white ears.


“Take this silly thing off, Daniel,” she said, and the rabbit took off his head, tucking it under his arm.


Daniel’s shaggy blond hair was sticking up at funny angles. He had a thick walrus mustache, which he’d had the whole time Rhonda knew him. It was the kind of mustache food got caught in. The kind that tickled when he leaned down to kiss your cheek or blow on your belly button.


Peter snuck up and snatched the rabbit head from him, dropped it over his own head. Daniel let out a howl of mock rage and chased Peter around the dining room table. Lizzy squealed with delight and took Rhonda’s hand to watch the chase. Justine came out of the kitchen, pink-covered romance novel in hand, to see what all the fuss was about. Aggie reached into Clem’s pocket and grabbed his pack of unfiltered Camels, shook one out, and lit it with a match from the book Clem kept tucked in the cellophane. She crossed her arms and watched the chase through a haze of smoke, her eyes focused not on her husband or son but on the French doors beyond them, which had been left open. Aggie looked out onto the patio expectantly, as if she was waiting for some uninvited guest to arrive. Or maybe, thought Rhonda, she was planning to make a break for it.



The oversized rabbit head shifted as Peter ran, turning him into a life-size bobblehead doll. When Daniel caught Peter, he held him upside down, shaking him while Peter bucked and squealed, “Enough, Dad! I give!” until the large rabbit head slipped off and landed softly on the thick beige carpet, mesh eyes fixed on the French doors, like it, too, was dreaming of escape.













 





The rabbit is a rabbit is a rabbit. His ears are keen. His nose twitches. He scratches an invisible itch with his white fluffy paw. Cocks his head, listening. He does not speak. He never speaks, just gestures, nods, shakes his head. It’s amazing what can be communicated without words.


The rabbit cannot believe how easy this is. How the girl has come to trust him, to love him. They try to play crazy eights because she says it’s her favorite game, only he can’t hold the cards. She laughs. There’s something about her laugh. Something that makes the rabbit feel alive in a way he hasn’t in a long, long time.


She’s a sad girl. Her daddy died not long ago. And her mommy is so caught up in her own grief that she can do little to comfort the child. But the rabbit knows how to make her smile. The rabbit has come hopping in like the hero in a fairy tale, banishing sorrow.


And the little girl has named him Peter. He does not tell her how odd this is. When the rabbit is the rabbit, he has no other, human life. He leaves all traces of personhood behind and becomes something more…pure. More perfect.


The rabbit has a name for the little girl, too. A secret name. Birdie, he calls her in his mind.


His darling Birdie, back again.












JUNE 5, 2006





BACK IN HER car (still parked in front of the gas pumps), Rhonda pressed the cell phone against her ear. She felt keyed up. Cagey. Like she had to do something, but she didn’t know what. Tempting as it was to start the engine and crisscross the state searching for the little girl and the rabbit, she knew it would do little good. Every cop in Vermont was on the lookout; every citizen who paid attention to TV or radio as well. Still, Rhonda hated doing nothing.


Peter picked up on the third ring.


“How’d the interview go?” he said.


“Something’s happened, Peter.” She told him about the kidnapping, that she was at Pat’s still and didn’t know what to do with herself. When she was through, she heard him cover the phone and mumble.


“Tock’s home?” Rhonda asked, her heart sinking a little.



“Yeah, I was just filling her in. We know Ernie. She’s a friend of Suzy’s.”


Tock picked up the extension—probably in the kitchen, Rhonda imagined. She pictured Peter in the living room, sitting on the brown couch, his feet up on the coffee table. She wondered if he was wearing sneakers or work boots.


“Jesus, Ronnie,” Tock said, “a white rabbit took Ernie?”


“It sounds crazy, I know, but…”


“The world is full of crazy shit, Ronnie,” Tock cut her off.


“Jesus Christ, it’s just like the girl in Virginia. There’re some real wackos out there! I think you should come over. We’ll grill some steaks and have a good soak in the hot tub.”


“Yeah, come on over, Ronnie,” said Peter. “Have dinner with us.” Rhonda heard movement, the squeak of couch springs. Peter was adjusting himself, probably sitting up straight, getting ready to reach over and hang up the phone once she agreed. Peter always seemed anxious to get off as quickly as possible when Tock was around.


“Okay, I’ll come. I’ll be there in half an hour or so.” She felt hesitant about accepting the invitation, but didn’t want to spend the evening alone, kicking herself in the ass for letting the little girl be spirited away by the rabbit.


She hung up, placed the phone back in her purse on the seat beside her. Then she gazed out through her windshield at Trudy’s car, doors open, surrounded by police.


Beetles, too, Rhonda remembered. The TV news shows reported that little Ella Starkee ate beetles. Rhonda wondered what the rabbit would feed Ernie; what she might have to do to survive.




RHONDA STOPPED OFF at her apartment to change and grab her bathing suit. She lived on the top floor of an old Victorian near the center of town. It had been divided into three apartments: the first floor was occupied by the landlord and his wife, the second by their unmarried daughter and her two kids, and the refurbished attic was Rhonda’s. The peaks of the roof gave many of her walls a terrific slant. To get up to the apartment, she had to climb a set of spiral stairs behind the house.


Rhonda unlocked the door at the top of the stairs, went straight for her bedroom, and changed, relieved to be out of her uncomfortable suit at last. From the dormer window beside her bed she had the perfect view of the south end of Nickel Lake. She stood for a moment with the curtain pulled back, watching the swimmers and sunbathers at the town beach, wondering if word of the kidnapping had reached them. She had this ridiculous urge to open her window and yell, like the town crier, warning mothers to keep their children safe; to beware of rabbits.


Rhonda turned away from the cheerfully oblivious swimmers with their bright towels, umbrellas, and coolers, and checked the messages on her blinking machine. Only one from a man on the Lake Champlain research team, wanting to know if there’d been a mix-up about the time of her interview and offering to reschedule if she was still interested in the position. Rhonda erased the message. On the way out, she stopped in the hall to glance in the mirror. Behind her were two of the dissection drawings she was so proud of: the squid and the rabbit. Rhonda loved her biology classes and was particularly fond of the dissections. She enjoyed drawing the accompanying diagrams—labeling the parts and sketching the map of organs, going back later with a colored pencil to turn the heart red, the spleen purple, the liver green. She had dissected a sheep’s eye, a pig fetus, a pigeon, a cat, a squid, numerous frogs, and a rabbit. She was so pleased with the drawings she’d had them framed and hung them on the walls of her apartment, where some other woman might put family portraits, maps, or posters of babies in sunflower costumes.



Her eye caught on the backward image of the rabbit in her mirror, skin pulled back, muscles and chest wall cut away to reveal the organs. She blinked, grabbed the keys from the table under the mirror, and headed out the door.




TOCK ALWAYS GOT naked before getting in the hot tub, and Rhonda hated it. She hated that the other woman was so slim and muscular, so totally unashamed of her body. Tock peeled off all her clothes as nonchalantly as someone taking off a pair of sunglasses. Peter wore blue swimming trunks. Rhonda wore a black bathing suit, and even in that, she felt too exposed and put a T-shirt on over it.


The hot tub was homemade, as was nearly everything in their small, off-grid A-frame house, which sat on twelve acres of land fronted by a stream at the dead end of a three-mile-long Class 4 dirt road. The road wasn’t maintained by the town, so it was up to Peter and Tock to plow and grade it each spring. Rhonda, who didn’t have four-wheel-drive, knew better than to attempt a visit in the winter or during mud season.


Tock and Peter had built the house together three years before, giving careful, woodworker’s attention to each detail, making the house more like a work of art than a home. They heated with wood, got electricity from solar panels and a bank of batteries with a gas-powered generator for backup.


Rhonda and her father came to help with the house-building on weekends. Rhonda’s contribution (aside from entertaining Suzy and keeping her out of harm’s way) was measuring and marking boards. Rhonda was afraid of all tools, of the images they inspired—images of herself reaching down to touch the spinning blade of the table saw, of letting the circular saw slip and hit her thigh, of how easy bleeding to death could be; how easy to be marked forever in the way her father was marked. “All it takes,” her father used to say when telling his story, “is one second.”


Rhonda knew the story of her father’s accident by heart, and over the years had heard not only his version but Aggie’s, Daniel’s, and Dave Lancaster’s. Dave had been boss at the mill then and was also Aggie’s uncle. Clem and Daniel worked part-time at the mill through high school, doing everything from bucking the logs to delivering finished lumber. They both went to full-time after graduation. Aggie Lancaster had come up from Maryland to work for her uncle that same summer, having just graduated herself. It was the end of that summer that Clem lost his fingers.


When Dave told the story, usually after a few beers at a family barbecue, he’d swear it hadn’t been an accident.


“Daniel didn’t fall into Clem,” Dave insisted. “He sure as shit pushed him.”


Daniel claimed to remember nothing of the accident: one minute he was beside Clem helping him guide the hemlock into the saw, the next he was waking up on the concrete floor, covered in Clem’s blood.


Clem always shook his head after hearing Dave’s version. “It was seizure,” Clem said. “Daniel fell against me on his way down to the ground.”


The rest of the story everyone agreed on. Clem jerked his hand away, spilling blood everywhere, but the first thing he did was drop to his knees to check on Daniel. Dave shut down the saw and screamed for Aggie, who was in the front office across the lot.


When Aggie came over, she saw Daniel thrashing and foaming, Clem crouched over him. She saw that Daniel’s shirt was covered in blood, but did not understand where it had come from.


“Watch his head!” Clem shouted, having been through the seizures a hundred times, knowing he should not hold his friend down but should do everything possible to not let him bash himself against anything. Daniel’s head was near one of the metal legs of the saw table, and Aggie bent down and gently rested her hands on Daniel’s jerking head, keeping him from harm. She had never seen a seizure before, never seen so much blood. And only then, when she had her hands resting on Daniel’s head, tangled in his sweaty hair, did her gaze fall on Clem’s hand.


“Jesus! Your hand!”


Clem looked down at his hand, at the pumping blood, and furrowed his brow as though not quite understanding what he was seeing. He then fell gently backward, still frowning in mild confusion, the color drained from his face. Dave wrapped Clem’s hand in a flannel shirt, helped him to the flatbed truck, and gunned the engine all the way to the medical center.




RHONDA AVERTED HER eyes from Tock’s naked form (no stretch marks, even!) and took a deep breath, trying to concentrate on the feel of the water around her, which was almost unbearably hot. Peter had spent a summer during high school working at a vineyard in upstate New York, where he had picked up the huge wooden barrel they were soaking in. The water was heated by coils that ran through a woodstove. The three of them bumped knees as they sat on the narrow ledge Peter had built into the side of the huge cask. Tock had just put Suzy to bed.


Whatever else Rhonda could say about Tock, she could never criticize her parenting skills. Tock seemed to be the perfect mother—creative, fun, patient, firm, and always seeming to know the right thing for Suzy.


Tock had moved in with Peter just after graduating from high school and, soon after, announced she was pregnant. Everyone thought they were foolish—too young to start a family. And there went Tock’s chance at college, and her so smart! But Tock hadn’t wanted college: she wanted Peter and a baby and to build her own house in the woods. She never seemed to have a moment of regret.



Tock leaned over and grabbed a beer from the table beside the tub. She was between Rhonda and Peter in age, one year older than Rhonda and two younger than Peter, and was in better shape than both of them. She wore her hair cropped short, a tight little chestnut-colored cap—she had, Rhonda thought, the bone structure to pull it off. Peter wore his shoulder-length curly blond hair back in a ponytail. At twenty-six, Peter had the look of a man descending quickly into middle age. His hairline was receding and he’d developed a potbelly. He was looking more and more like Daniel every day. All that was missing was the mustache.


Neither Peter nor Tock liked it when Daniel’s name came up, and as a general rule, Rhonda tried to keep him out of conversations. But that night, lulled by the hot water, steak, and beer, by the way her knees bumped against Peter’s, she couldn’t help herself.


“So seeing the rabbit today reminded me of that Easter…remember? When Daniel dressed in the rabbit suit and we were all chasing after him in the woods, looking for eggs.”


Tock narrowed her eyes. Peter stared down into the neck of his beer bottle.


“I’m gonna go get some weed,” Tock announced, jumping out of the tub, steam rising off her lean flanks. Tock grabbed her robe and went through the sliding glass doors into the house.


Rhonda took in a breath, relieved to be alone with Peter but a little panicked by it, too.


She leaned back, her head resting against the edge of the wine cask, her eyes fixed on the stars.


“So do you remember it? You stole the head of his costume and he chased you all over the dining room.”


“No,” Peter mumbled solemnly. He reached over to get a cigarette from the pack on the table.


“We followed the rabbit through the woods looking for eggs full of clues.” Rhonda glanced over at Peter and searched his face for some sign of recognition. There was none. She leaned back against the wall of the tub, closed her eyes, and let the images of that Easter continue to come.


“Lizzy was last to find her basket,” Rhonda said, “and when she finally came back into the yard, she was riding high up on the rabbit’s shoulders, swinging her basket, playing with his ears.” She opened her eyes and looked over at Peter. “How can you not remember any of that?”


He shook his head and said only, “It was a long time ago.”


They were quiet a minute, Peter staring down into his empty bottle, turning it in his hand like a kaleidoscope while he smoked his cigarette. Rhonda studied his face, trying to imagine the way it had looked that Easter so long ago, searching for a trace of the boy she’d run through the woods with, chasing after the elusive rabbit. She thought of Peter’s sister, Lizzy, whom, like Daniel, they hardly mentioned anymore. She remembered Lizzy and Daniel straggling into the yard, the last to return from the woods that Easter. Looking back, Rhonda thought perhaps it had been a sign, an omen, showing that one day they would both be gone, as if they’d walked into the woods for the egg hunt and never come back.


“I’m sorry I brought it up,” Rhonda said. “It’s just that I’d forgotten all about it until this afternoon. It’s not every day someone sees a huge white rabbit.”


“Or a kidnapping,” Peter added, leaning over to stub out his cigarette, seeming relieved at the chance to change the subject. He still didn’t look her in the eye. Rhonda slouched, sinking deeper into the tub, her chin resting on top of the steaming water.


“I feel guilty as hell sitting here drinking beer when that little girl is out there somewhere because I let the rabbit take her,” Rhonda said.


“What were you supposed to do, Ronnie?” Peter asked.


“I don’t know. Beep the horn. Get out and yell. Call 911—that’s why I have the frigging cell phone, right? Notice the license plate. Anything. I just sat on my ass. I felt…I don’t know…drugged or something. Hypnotized. Like the bunny put some kind of spell on me. And I was scared, Peter. I mean, it wasn’t until they drove off that I even realized I’d been holding my breath the whole time. My heart was racing.”


“Of course you were scared,” Peter said.


“And now I’m just sitting here soaking in this fucking tub when I should be out there doing something.”


“What is it you want to do?” he asked.


“Find Ernie.”


Tock returned, a lit joint in her mouth.


“We should check out the eleven o’clock news,” Tock said. “I bet they’ll have something about it. Hell, maybe they found her by now. Maybe it was just some kind of prank.”


“Who would pull a prank like that?” Rhonda asked.


“I dunno,” Tock said. “Maybe someone got the idea because of that girl in the hole in Virginia. It’s been all over the news for weeks. Maybe it’s just some gung-ho kid and he’ll just drop her off down the highway once he realizes what a totally fucked-up thing he’s done.”


The Virginia girl, Ella Starkee, was found by a farmer and his border collie. The farmer and the dog had since made the rounds of every morning news show in the country. They posed with Ella for the cover of last week’s People magazine. The little girl was all smiles, rosy-cheeked, hair neatly braided.


Rhonda found herself wondering what size beetles the little girl had eaten—tiny ones or something more like a June bug. Something substantial.


“Where were you today, anyway?” Rhonda asked Peter. “Don’t you usually work Mondays?”


“I took the day off to go hiking,” he said.


“All of you went?” Rhonda asked.



Tock passed the joint to Peter, exhaled, and said, “No. He snuck off without us. Suzy and I packed a lunch and drove out to the trailhead to join him, thinking he’d be up at Gunner’s Ridge, but he wasn’t there. So we had a little girls’-day-out picnic of our own.”


“I hiked a different route,” Peter explained. “Over by Sawyer’s Pond.”


“I bet the blackflies were god-awful,” Rhonda said.


“Not too bad,” Peter told her, examining his arms. Rhonda didn’t see a single bite.


“So you said the Florucci girl is a friend of Suzy’s?” Rhonda asked.


“Yeah,” Tock said. “They’re in the same class. Suzy went to Ernie’s birthday party back in March. Lives with her mom in a little trailer out on Meckleson Hill Road. Kind of a dump. But Ernie’s a good kid. She’s been out here to play a few times, right, hon?”


Peter nodded.


“It could have been Suzy,” Rhonda said.


Tock shivered and looked away.


“That little girl could be cut into a hundred pieces right now and I could have done something to stop it,” Rhonda said. “I could have at least remembered the fucking license plate.”


“You’re too hard on yourself, Ronnie,” Peter said, reaching through the water to take her hand and squeeze it. “You need to let shit go.”


Like I let Ernie go? Rhonda thought to herself. She looked up into Peter’s watery blue eyes and let her fingers squeeze back. Like you let Daniel and Lizzy go?












MAY 12, 1993





LIZZY AND RHONDA danced through the woods, hurrying to the stage. Just a month before, they’d chased the rabbit down the same path, but now the snow was gone and the maple trees that were mixed in with the spruce, hemlock, and white pines were just beginning to leaf out. It had rained the day before but now the sun was out and the woods smelled green and loamy.


Lizzy was singing “Achy Breaky Heart” and getting the words wrong, which cracked Rhonda up.




And if you tell my heart, my achy breaky heart,


I might throw up on this man…




Lizzy spun in a circle, then put her hands on her hips and kicked her right leg up high. The move was more karate than Rockette.


They had just come from Lizzy’s, where she’d changed from school clothes into a leotard, leggings, and turquoise leg warmers, then showed Rhonda the metal bar her father had installed at the top of the closet doorway.


“What’s this for?” Rhonda had asked.


Lizzy’d jumped up, grabbed the bar, and hung.


“It’s going to stretch me,” she’d explained. “If I hang for fifteen minutes a day, I’ll get taller. Guaranteed.”


Rhonda figured about the only thing that was going to get stretched out was Lizzy’s arms, which would leave her looking more like an ape-girl than a Rockette, but Rhonda knew better than to say anything.


“And look,” Lizzy had said, pulling first one leg, than the other, over the bar and letting go so that she hung upside down in the doorway. Lizzy closed her eyes and hung, focusing, no doubt, on stretching herself taller as her face grew redder and redder.


“Easy there, Rocket.” Rhonda turned and saw Daniel standing in the doorway to Lizzy’s bedroom. “You don’t want to burst anything.”


“It’s Rock-ette, Daddy,” Lizzy said, pulling herself up, then jumping down and straightening her leg warmers. “Come on, Ronnie, Peter’s waiting.”




THEY FOUND PETER sitting cross-legged in the center of the stage, puffing on his homemade corncob pipe; the air sweet with the smell of the cherry-flavored tobacco he swiped from the general store. In the afternoon sun that came down over the tops of the pines into their clearing, lighting up the stage, Peter seemed to glow. He wore faded brown corduroy pants and a green chamois shirt. And a crown made from woven grapevines stuffed with an assortment of leaves. He looked, to Rhonda, like a fairy prince—something you’d come upon while lost in the woods, then you’d blink and he’d be gone. So Rhonda blinked, just to see, but Peter was still there, radiant as ever.



Lizzy and Rhonda hurried up onto the stage, holding their breath in anticipation: maybe today Peter would tell them about the play.


He’d been keeping to himself for weeks, locked in his room, spending afternoons at the library and coming out to the stage on warm days after school to write in his notebook. No one was allowed to disturb Peter when he was writing a play. And only when he was finished with the script and all his production notes, would he reveal anything.


Peter got to his feet, smiling impishly at the girls. He reached out his hand to Rhonda.


“Come away with me, Wendy,” he said.


And Rhonda took his hand without hesitation, without any consideration of who Wendy might be or where he wanted her to go. Together, her hand tucked into his, they jumped off the stage and ran around the clearing like crazy birds, cawing and laughing, Peter yelling, “Isn’t it wonderful to fly?” Lizzy sat on the edge of the stage, clapping and laughing with them until finally, exhausted, they came back to the stage and collapsed at Lizzy’s feet. They were both on their backs, and Rhonda’s head was resting on Peter’s chest, going up and down with each breath he took. Lizzy lay down with her head on Rhonda’s belly and her legs over Peter’s, the three of them forming an imperfect triangle.


“Have you guessed yet?” Peter asked.


Rhonda’s mind was spinning with possibilities: a play about birds? Greek gods? Fairies maybe?


“Peter Pan!” Peter said at last. “We’re going to do Peter Pan! It’ll be the best play yet. I’ll play Peter. You, Ronnie, are Wendy. And Lizzy, you are the infamous Captain Hook!”




THEY HAD DONE other plays, of course—plays Peter had written, and ones they’d made up as they went along. Short, predictable dramas about knights slaying dragons, cowboys killing Indians, cops shooting criminals. Last year, Peter even let the girls talk him into doing a play about a roving band of gypsies. Peter played the gypsy king, Rhonda was the queen, and Lizzy her treacherous sister who was also in love with the king. Lizzy poisoned Rhonda, who got to die a spectacular, three-minute death on stage. Peter, the gypsy king, had Lizzy hung then stabbed himself in the heart with his dagger, cursing the wicked ways of women, damning the gypsy life. This followed the formula of most of their plays: all the important characters died at the end, even the hero. Only in Peter Pan, everyone would live.


“Everyone but Captain Hook, that is,” Peter explained. “He gets eaten by the crocodile.”


Peter, as writer, director, and star (not to mention the oldest kid in the neighborhood), made the rules, and, as they got older, the plays got more complicated, as did the rules. But from the beginning, it was a strict rule that the plays were not to be discussed with outsiders. No one was allowed to hear about the play, or see any part of it performed until the opening night, when it was for paying audiences only. Rehearsing a play was like training to be a ninja, Peter said. You cleared your mind of everything else and developed your art in secrecy. You strived for perfection.


Some children wanted a tree house, a secret fort somewhere, but these kids wanted a stage of their own, and they got their wish. They’d built a stage out in the woods three years ago, in a clearing between Rhonda’s house and Peter and Lizzy’s, right beside Clem’s old, rusted-out Chevy Impala convertible, parked there the year Rhonda was born. Clem and Daniel helped put up the stage, doing all the sawing and heavy lifting, letting the kids pound nails.


The stage went up like a strange life raft marooned in a clearing surrounded by tall white pines. It was built from two-by-fours and tongue-and-groove boards taken from an old silo that had been torn down a few miles away. The back of the stage was a framed wall from which they hung sheets with scenery painted on (which Rhonda, as resident artist, was always responsible for). There was no curtain. Sets were changed out in the open, for the audience to see. To the left of the stage sat Clem’s old red Impala with its top down, and this was often used as a prop. It had been a cop car, a gypsy wagon, and now, Peter was explaining, it would become a pirate ship complete with mast, sail, and a skull-and-crossbones flag at the top.


Rhonda opened the sketchbook she’d brought and started to work on designs for the boat as Peter talked, throwing ideas at her. Drawing was the thing Rhonda did best. She could draw better than she could act, and she was by far the best artist in her class, if not the best in the whole school. Writing and directing the plays was Peter’s job, costumes and choreography were Lizzy’s department, but the scenery was up to Rhonda.


They were just in the planning stages now. They’d spend the next weeks painting scenery, making their costumes, designing the sets. When school let out and the summer kids came to the cottages around the lake, Peter would hold auditions and they would begin rehearsing every day.


“And this is where our crocodile will lie in wait,” announced Peter, pulling open the trapdoor in the back of the stage floor. It led to a hole the kids had dug underneath. The hole was four feet wide, four feet long, and four feet deep. The trap door above it was designed so that evil wizards could appear and disappear, so that the dead could rise from quiet graves.


“But who will be the crocodile?” Lizzy asked, nervous about who was going to kill her.


Peter shrugged. “Don’t know yet. But that crocodile’s out there somewhere, I can feel it!”












JUNE 6, 2006





THE HOLE ELLA Starkee was left in was nine feet deep, and the floor, said the article in People magazine, was roughly the size of a wooden shipping pallet. The kidnapper, whom Ella came to call The Magic Man, covered the top of the hole with boards and leaves. He came to visit every day. The article didn’t say what he did during these visits, only that he used a ladder—fashioned from saplings lashed together—to get down into the hole to see her. Each day, he brought her one butterscotch candy, golden as sunlight, with crinkly cellophane wrappers that she saved and sucked on long after the candy was gone.




PAT’S MINI MART had transformed into the Find Ernie headquarters. Pat and Jim had cleared the shelves in the back aisle of Ho Hos and Smartfood, and moved the shelving units into storage. They were replaced with a long row of folding tables, piled high with flyers, envelopes, and legal pads. Extension cords and phone wires snaked out from behind the deli’s meat case, powering the laptop computer and two cordless phones. Those who stood too close to the work area for long, Pat roped in—“Surely, you have five minutes to stuff envelopes?” or “How about manning one of the phones for ten minutes, while Alison here takes a break?”


Pat’s nephew, Warren, who had just finished his freshman year of college down in Philadelphia, had driven all night to get there to help out. His job was to collect all the phoned-in tips, jotted on the legal pads, into a database on the laptop. Karen Boisvert, who worked for IBM, had set up a Find Ernie Web site, complete with all the latest news and a form to submit possible sightings and leads. Peter had been there, working right beside them, until Crowley pulled him into Pat’s office for questioning.


Rhonda was sitting next to Warren and his laptop, answering phones. Warren wore a Penn State baseball cap and a hemp necklace with brown and black beads. His eyes were bloodshot from not having slept the night before, and he seemed to have a strange, boyish addiction to hot chocolate with mini marshmallows (he was on his fifth cup since Rhonda had been there).


So far, it was mostly dead ends and crackpots calling: a woman who had a dream that Ernie was in a well, a man over in Chelsea who said he believed there were rabbits living among us, wearing people suits. Rhonda drummed her fingers on the table, got up, and paced. Surely there must be more she could do. She had shown up at Pat’s first thing in the morning, as soon as Peter called to tell her about the gathering of volunteers, and she’d been sure then that today they’d find Ernie.


Pat had seemed overjoyed to see Rhonda: she caught Rhonda up in a tight embrace and said, “How awful for you to have seen such a thing. You must be a wreck! But don’t worry, we’ll find her. You mark my words! I bet she’ll show up this very morning!”



Pat led a small group through the streets of Pike’s Crossing, then into the woods bordering the state forest. They were gone most of the morning and came back for lunch and went out again, to continue combing the woods with Pat cheering them on, saying she was sure they were going to find Ernie that very day.


Rhonda had believed Pat, had even let herself fantasize that it would be her who took the important call; she who put together the string of clues that would lead the cops to Ernie. But now, here it was, a little after three p.m.—twenty-four hours since Ernie’s kidnapping. And the most productive thing Rhonda had done was to keep the coffee pot full.


“Fuck,” she mumbled to herself, then started organizing papers and pens—busy work. Useless. Little Ernie Florucci’s face stared up at her from the flyers strewn across the table. MISSING, said the bold red letters at the top of the page. Underneath was a snapshot of Ernestine taken just the week before. She was wearing a flowered sundress and sitting in the dull yellow grass of her front yard, a plastic kiddie pool in the background. She had dark brown, straight hair done up in pigtails. Her small nose was dotted with freckles and she had a slight gap between her two front teeth. She was smiling up into the camera, squinting a little, like the sun was in her eyes. Or like she couldn’t make out something she was looking at in the distance.


“I’m sorry,” Rhonda whispered to the little Ernie as she put the flyers in a neat pile, then sat back down in her chair, willing the phone to ring.


“What’d you say?” Warren asked, looking up from his computer. His eyes were a deep, rich, chocolaty brown. A little sad and totally sincere, like the eyes of a basset hound. Rhonda imagined the string of girls Warren must have back in Pennsylvania.


“Nothing,” Rhonda said, looking away. She leaned back in her chair and turned to see if there was any sign of Peter yet. No. Still in the office with Crowley.



Rumor had it, among the other volunteers, that Peter had the distinction of being Crowley’s first suspect. Rumor also had it that the police had impounded Laura Lee’s Volkswagen and that they’d found one of Ernie’s red pigtail holders in the front seat. Rhonda herself had overheard Crowley ask Peter if he had a set of keys to his mother-in-law’s VW, when she went back to get more pens from the storeroom.


“I did,” she heard Peter admit. “But I lost my key ring about a week ago.”


Rhonda could picture the key ring: a half dozen or so keys attached to a bottle opener and, of all things, a small white rabbit’s foot for luck.


Afraid of being caught eavesdropping, she grabbed the box of pens and returned to the phone table, where she resumed drumming her fingers, waiting for the phone to ring. It was bullshit that Crowley was wasting his time questioning Peter. Everyone, it seemed, was wasting precious time.


By the cash registers, Pat was holding a small press conference, her arm around the silent and tearful Trudy Florucci.


“It’s times like these,” Pat was saying, “that pull a community together. The people of Pike’s Crossing are not the sort to just stand back and let tragedy overtake them. No, the people of Pike’s Crossing are going to go out there and find that little girl. Mark my words: we will find Ernestine Florucci. We will not rest until she is back in her mother’s arms, safe and sound.”


Rhonda caught Warren’s eye. “God, I hope she’s right.”


“She is,” Warren said, chewing his lower lip. “Aunt Pat is hardly ever wrong. And once she makes up her mind about a thing, there’s no stopping her—she’s like a force of nature.”


Rhonda glanced around the room at the whirlwind of activity Pat had put into motion in less than twenty-four hours, and nodded. “That I can believe.”


Rhonda and Warren were the only two volunteers for the moment. Peter was stuck in back with Crowley, the others had left.


“So you believe her, then?” Rhonda asked.


He set down his paper cup of cocoa, leaned in closer, and nearly whispered, “Wanna know what I believe?”


Was he flirting? Had she been?


Rhonda suddenly felt horribly guilty. How could she even be thinking about some unattainable guy while Ernie Florucci was still missing, being held under lock and key by the rabbit, or worse?


“No matter what happens, we’ve gotta think positive,” Warren said, as if reading her mind. “Thoughts have power, Rhonda. That’s what I believe.” He leaned back in his chair, closed his eyes tightly for a minute, then opened them, looking at her.


Rhonda shook her head. “Actions have power,” she told him. “Ernie’s not just going to come walking back on her own. Someone’s gotta go find her.”




AS THE PRESS conference was breaking up, a woman in hospital scrubs and white clogs came in. Behind her was a girl Rhonda guessed to be about twelve, shouldering a heavy-looking knapsack and looking flushed and out of breath, like she’d run the whole way.


The woman in scrubs embraced Trudy and whispered something to her. The girl headed straight for the folding tables, opened her knapsack, and pulled out two large plastic containers.


“I’ve got cookies and brownies for you guys,” she said, smiling. She addressed both of them but was clearly focused on Warren, who, with his disheveled teddy bear looks, was an adolescent girl’s dream. “I baked them myself. I’m Katy,” she said, extending her hand to Warren, “Ernie’s cousin.”


She wore jeans, canvas sneakers, and a black T-shirt with a large-eyed anime character on it.



She extended her hand to Rhonda, though even when Rhonda took it, Katy stayed focused on Warren. Katy had long, straight, blond hair that she wore pulled back in a braid. She had braces, but didn’t seem the least bit self-conscious about them. When she smiled, she showed her teeth and the metal flashed like jewelry.


Warren peeled back the lid on the brownies and dug in. “These look amazing. You’re our savior.”


Katy grabbed an empty chair and pulled it up between Rhonda and Warren, turning it so that she sat backward, legs straddling the seat, arms wrapped firmly around the wooden back.


“Anything new?” she asked. Again, the question was clearly directed at Warren.


“Not much on our end. Crowley’s been in there talking to the mechanic who works here, Peter, for about forty-five minutes now,” Warren reported.


“My mom said they found the car the guy used but they don’t think the owner’s involved. Belongs to some nutty lady who didn’t notice it was missing. Lives over by the lake.”


“You mean Laura Lee Clark,” said Rhonda. She felt odd discussing the details of the case with this girl. But still, it was good to have an in with Ernie’s family—to hear what the police had been telling them.


“Peter’s mother-in-law,” Warren added. Clearly, he’d been paying attention to the rumors and gossip of the day.


“Not technically,” Rhonda corrected. “I mean, Peter and Tock never got married.”


“But they have a kid, right?” Katy asked. “A friend of Ernie’s. My mom said Ernie would go over to their house to play. This Peter guy totally knew her.”


“Just because he knew her doesn’t mean he did it. I know Peter, all right? He would never do anything like this. Ever. I’d bet my life on it.”


Katy and Warren exchanged a yeah, right look.



“You guys know about the drawings, right?” Katy asked. Rhonda nodded. Warren shook his head, said, “What drawings?”


“She made these pictures of her and the rabbit going on all these adventures together. He’d take her to this place called Rabbit Island. I bet that’s where she is right now!”


Warren frowned. Chewed his lip. “Rabbit Island,” he muttered.


“Time to go, Katy!” called the woman in scrubs, who Rhonda figured must be her mother. Trudy was still holding on to her arm, like she might crumple and fall without the extra support. Trudy glared at Rhonda with such fierce hatred that Rhonda felt her stomach do an icy drop down into her bowels.


“See you guys later,” Katy said, taking her leave.




“SO HOW WELL do you know Peter?” Warren asked once they were alone again. Peter and Crowley were still hidden away in Pat’s office—it had been nearly an hour.


Rhonda took in a breath while she considered what to say.


“We grew up together. Next door neighbors. He was like my big brother.”


“You know, I thought you guys were a couple at first. Until Peter started talking about his wife and little girl,” Warren said.


“They’re not married,” Rhonda said again, as if that made any difference. “And no,” she continued, allowing herself for half an instant to imagine that alternate universe where she and Peter were a couple and had been living happily ever after all along.


“We’re just good friends.” She gave him her best and-I’m-just-fine-with-that smile.


Warren nodded, plucked at his goatee. “So do you think he could have had anything to do with this, or is Crowley barking up the wrong tree?”


“No question. Wrong tree entirely,” Rhonda said. “He’s wasting valuable time.”



“But if it was his mother-in-law’s car…”


Didn’t I just say they weren’t married?


“We don’t know that for sure. I was actually thinking I might take a ride over to Laura Lee’s after I leave here. See what her story is.”


“Mind if I tag along?”


“What? Why would you want to do that?”


“Curiosity. And besides, what else am I gonna do? Uncle Jim and Aunt Pat are all caught up here and it’s not like I know anyone else in town. Come on, you can show me the exciting sights of Pike’s Crossing.” He flashed her a warm smile that Rhonda, in spite of herself, found impossible to resist.


“I don’t know if Laura Lee’s trailer counts. She’s kind of a nut job,” Rhonda warned.


“I like nut jobs. Come on, every great sleuth has a sidekick, right?”


“I don’t know…” Rhonda said. She eyed the hallway leading back to the office, thinking of Peter. Ridiculous. She didn’t need his permission or approval.


“Okay,” Rhonda agreed. “Why not?”




LAURA LEE CLARK’S trailer rested on a cinder block foundation about one hundred feet back from Nickel Lake. The trailer itself was an old metal one, covered in faded and peeling flamingo-colored paint. The yard was a forest of lawn ornaments, whirligigs, bird feeders, and bird baths. Rhonda led Warren through the gnomes, colored gazing globes, and wooden cutouts of fat women bending over, showing their knickers. Rhonda was trying to seem calm and composed, but inside, she was fuming. She had learned, on the drive over, that Pat, who had been friendly to the point of near nausea today, considered Rhonda a suspect.


“What did your aunt say to you on the way out?” Rhonda had asked Warren. There was something odd in the way the ever-friendly Pat had pulled Warren aside and whispered in his ear just before they left the Mini Mart together.


Warren’s face reddened a little at Rhonda’s question.


“Come on,” Rhonda said. “I thought you were Mr. Think Positive, Surround Yourself with White Light and Don’t Ever Tell a Lie.”


Warren laughed, chewed on his lip. “Hardly.”


“So really, what’d she say? You both looked all serious and conspiratorial.”


“She told me to stick close to you,” he admitted.


“Why, does she think that bunny’s coming after me next?” It hadn’t occurred to her until that moment. The rabbit, she recalled, had gotten a good look at her. She was a witness.


“Not exactly,” Warren said.


“Well, what then?”


Warren worked at his lip some more.


“She thinks,” he paused, “that maybe you’re involved somehow.”


“What, like I helped with the kidnapping?” Rhonda’s voice raised in pitch.


“Relax,” Warren said. “Pat’s just a leave-no-stone-unturned person.”


“So that’s why you wanted to come along? To keep an eye on me?” She was furious, mostly with herself for thinking that Warren had come along for other reasons.


“Nah,” Warren smiled. “I came along ’cause I thought you were kind of cute.” He winked. “Listen, I can see you’re on the level. I’ll talk to Pat.”


Rhonda kept her eyes on the road, hands gripping the wheel as she drove down toward the lake. They passed the Ducharme farm—a Jersey cow was poking her broad snout through the roadside fence, seeing if the pickings were any better out there.



“So what is it you’re doing at school…computer science or something?” Rhonda asked after a few minutes of silence.


Warren laughed. “I’m a film student.”


“Really? You make movies?”


“I’ve made one. A documentary about this place I used to work at: Story Town. It’s like a theme park with buildings and characters from classic stories. You know…like the old woman who lived in a shoe, Jack and the Beanstalk, that kind of thing.”


“Just don’t tell me there are any big white rabbits,” Rhonda said.


“Nope. Not a one. And my movie is more about the stoner culture of the kids working there than the characters themselves. Humpty Dumpty was a dealer. Cinderella was sleeping around.”


“Ah. The dark underbelly of children’s entertainment,” Rhonda said.


“Exactly,” Warren said. “And I’ve gotta admit, when I heard it was a rabbit who took this girl, it sounded right up my alley. I thought that maybe, I dunno, when it’s over, when Ernie comes out okay, I could do a little movie about it. You know…interview people and stuff. It’s a helluva story, don’t you think? I mean, this could be way bigger than what happened to that girl in Virginia.”




THEY CLIMBED UP onto the tiny Astroturf-covered porch, ducking the bird feeders that hung along the edge of the overhang. Warren tapped at a set of parrot wind chimes while Rhonda knocked on the screen door.


“If you’re the goddamn press, I don’t have anything to say!” came a voice from the depths of the trailer.


“Laura Lee! It’s Rhonda Farr!”


“Ronnie? Goddamn! Come on in.”


Laura Lee greeted them in the kitchen, which was done in white and turquoise and looked as though it hadn’t been either remodeled or cleaned since sometime in the sixties.


Laura Lee had giant red curls that must have taken hours to put in and were up so high and stiff above her head that Rhonda wondered how the poor woman kept her balance. Her eyes were painted silver and blue (nearly matching the kitchen décor) and she had two circles of rouge on her cheeks. Her lips were hot pink. She wore bright yellow stirrup pants and a T-shirt with a sequined parrot on the front. In one hand, she held a highball glass of pink wine with an orange slice, in the other, a thin cigarette.


“I thought you were from the papers.” Laura Lee swayed toward them as she spoke, then jerked herself back so fast she stumbled. “Reporters came by earlier. They’ve been calling all day. I finally took the goddamn phone off the hook. Are you going to introduce me to your adorable boyfriend, or not?” Laura Lee touched Warren on the cheek. “God, you’re a looker!”


“Laura Lee, this is Warren. He worked with me today at the volunteer center.”


“Volunteer center? What are you, out collecting for charity? AIDS? Those bums, whatayacall’em now, homeless? Ha! Orphans, maybe? Oh, whatever it is, I’ll throw in a buck. Why not?” She turned and found her purse on the kitchen table and began fumbling to undo the clasp.


“No, it’s nothing like that,” Rhonda said. “Pat set up a center at the Mini Mart for volunteers to help find Ernestine Florucci. We answered phones. Made posters. That kind of thing.”


Laura Lee scowled at her. “Good for you, sweetie. Good. For. You. Is that why you’re here? To see if I’ve got the little dove tucked away under my bed? Well, you don’t have to bother. The police already checked.”


“No! No, Laura Lee. That’s not it at all. I was just hoping you could tell us about your car.”



“My car? Everyone wants to know about the goddamn car. The police took it, impounded it. They insist it was used in the kidnapping. Said they found some kinda evidence. Ha! I don’t know a thing about it. I take it out once, maybe twice a week. I haven’t driven my goddamn car since last Thursday! It’s been sitting in the driveway the whole time. The police had me down at the station all morning taking down my whole life history. Hell of a way to get your biography written, huh?”


“So you didn’t notice if it was missing?” Rhonda asked.


“Sweetie, I was here with my Lifetime movies. All the fans were blasting. I had a few goddamn glasses of sangria—I think I’ve earned that much, don’t you? I wouldn’t have noticed if the devil himself came prancing up from Hades and took my car. I can’t see the driveway through the living room windows, and the shades were drawn anyway to keep the heat out. I didn’t hear a goddamn thing. I got this telephone call around ten after three. Some lady from my credit card company wanting to offer insurance at a reduced rate because I’m such a good customer or some such bull crapola. Ha! The police tracked her down and that proved to them that I was home. As if I were really going to dress up like the goddamn Easter Bunny from hell and steal a little girl! Absurd! Don’t they know who I am?”


Rhonda gave Laura Lee a weak smile and glanced over at Warren to see how he was taking all this. He seemed to be eating it up. He was smiling away at the crazy woman, and before Rhonda could keep the conversation on track, he went and blew it.


“You’re an actress, aren’t you, Miss Clark?” he asked.


“Why, yes I am! Have you seen my work?”


“Warren’s a film student,” Rhonda said. “He makes documentaries.”


This news produced a warm glow in Laura Lee.


“You sure do look familiar,” Warren told her. “What have you been in?”



“Oh, far too many pictures to name, young man. Hundreds. Why, I bet if we were to turn on the TV right now, one of my pictures would be showing”—and before they could talk her out of it, Laura Lee was headed into the living room and reaching for the remote.


“Sit, sit.” She gestured toward a faded love seat covered in a crocheted afghan. “Don’t mind the African,” she said. Warren gave Rhonda a startled look. “I put it there to hide a hole in the sofa. Goddamn cigarettes!”


“It’s lovely,” Rhonda said, touching the gaudy afghan and biting her lip to keep from laughing. “Did you make it yourself?”


“Hell no! Yard sale,” Laura Lee said, then turned her attention back to the television. “Here we go: Earthquake. I do a great scream in this film. God, I hope we haven’t missed my part! Chuck Heston was just a dream to work with. And I don’t care what kind of goddamn right-wing gun-nut wacko he is, either!” She held up a hand to silence any argument from Rhonda or Warren. “Ava Gardner, on the other hand, was a total bitch.”


“You must have had quite a career,” Warren said. Rhonda reached over and pinched him, her hand well hidden by the bunched up “African.”


“There’s nothing like a career in the cinema. Rhonda, honey, I have to say I was always a little disappointed that you didn’t choose a life in the footlights.”


“Me?” Rhonda asked.


“I mean, I know you were only children when you put on those plays in the woods, but you had goddamn talent. I know it when I see it. You had a gift.” She turned to Warren. “You should have seen her. She was magnificent. In her last role, she was Wendy from Peter Pan. She had me in tears. And what were you, dear, ten, eleven years old?”


Rhonda nodded.


“I never understood why you kids tore down that stage. You got yourselves all banged up. Probably could have been killed. And what for?”


Rhonda shrugged. “It was a long time ago. I can’t remember.” She reached up and brushed back her bangs, feeling for the thin scar above her left eyebrow.


“Goddamnedest thing!” Laura Lee told Warren. “She and Peter were both cut in the same place when the back wall came down. They both needed stitches. They have the exact same scar. Show him, honey. Show the young man your scar!”


Rhonda pulled her bangs back down protectively, shook her head.


“You ask Peter to show you his,” Laura Lee said. “It’s the craziest thing. The scars couldn’t be more alike.”


Warren looked at Rhonda, waiting. Rhonda stared at the television. A huge dam was cracking. She wasn’t big on seventies disaster movies, or any movie made in the seventies, for that matter—they were all so meandering, overloaded with characters. It occurred to her that this might be a topic of conversation with Warren.


“Laura Lee,” Rhonda said, “can you tell me who else had keys to your car?”


Laura Lee sighed dramatically.


“Back to the goddamn car. That’s easy, dear. Only two people: Tock and Peter.”


Not the answer she’d been hoping for.


“No one else?” Rhonda asked.


Laura Lee thought a minute. “I’ve had this car since 1979. Can you believe it? And I bought it used! These things go forever. Of course, I keep it garaged in the winter and I don’t do much driving—where’s an old lady like me going to go? Ha! No, dear. No one else has keys. Except…”


“Except?”


“Nothing. It was a hundred years ago. And it doesn’t matter now.” Laura Lee reached for her glass of sangria and stared into it with concern, like there was a tiny drowning man among the ice cubes.


“What?” asked Rhonda.


“Daniel. I used to let Daniel borrow my car. He always had a key.”















She calls his car a submarine and this pleases him. He mimes putting up a periscope, looking around. Lets her have a peek.


“No sharks,” she tells him.


He nods to show they are safe. She will always be safe when she is with him.


He takes her to their secret place. It’s private. Cool and shaded. They won’t be found here.


Rabbit Island, she calls it.


He chases her in a friendly game of tag. She’s zigzagging through the trees and stones, laughing.


He remembers the first Birdie, how they would play hide-and-seek all day. She was so good at hiding. She could find a tiny place and fold her body up, filling the space like a hermit crab. She’d wait so quietly, so patiently to be found.


The rabbit chases this new girl and he’s laughing too. Quietly laughing because at last, his long-lost Birdie is back. And he’s not going to let any harm come to her this time.












MAY 23, 1993





TAKE IT OUT,” he urged her.


Rhonda laughed.


“Really. It makes you talk funny. And it makes your lip stick out.”


She pushed the retainer forward with her tongue, pulled it out with her fingers, holding it like something extra delicate, exotic: a pink beetle with thin, silver legs.


“That’s better,” he told her.


They were hidden underground, buried together like secret treasure. The trapdoor on the stage floor was closed over their heads and they sat in the small hole, face-to-face, breathing in the damp smell of earth and roots.


She studied him in the dim light that came from the cracks in the trapdoor above their heads. They were sitting with their legs crossed under them, facing each other. He was wearing his Peter Pan costume. He smelled like leaves. And she was wearing the white Wendy nightgown, her hair tied back with a ribbon.



“So you want to know the truth?” he asked.


“Yes,” she told him.


“Are you sure you’re ready?”


She laughed.


“Then quit laughing. Just relax. I’ll tell you how it is: first, you start with a little kissing. Then the guy feels the girl up. You know, touches her boobs and stuff.”


Rhonda wrapped her arms around her chest, concealing her painfully obvious lack of boobs.


“Then he touches her between the legs to see if she’s ready,” he explained.


“Ready?”


“You know…ready for him.”


She nodded, but had no idea what he meant.


“For his penis,” Peter said.


“Oh,” Rhonda said matter-of-factly. Her mouth felt suddenly dry. She swallowed hard.


“He puts it inside her and they move together so that it goes in and out.”


“Why?” Rhonda asked.


“Because it feels good, stupid!”


“Oh,” she said again.


She couldn’t wait to tell Lizzy all of this. But then, as if reading her mind, Peter put a stop to her plan.


“Rhonda,” Peter said just before opening the door so they could both head home for supper, “you can’t tell Lizzy I told you this stuff.”


“Why not?” Rhonda asked. Peter had never asked her to keep a secret from Lizzy before.


“Because she’d be weirded out. It has to be our secret. Okay?”


Rhonda nodded, slipping the retainer back into her mouth, smiling. She and Peter had a secret. A secret that made her feel all tingly and strange, like a walking lightning rod.












JUNE 7, 2006





SO ARE YOU gonna tell me about this Daniel guy, or what?” Warren asked. He’d quizzed her about Daniel when they left Laura Lee’s the day before, but she’d put him off, saying she needed time to think. Now here it was the next morning and they were working the phones at Pat’s. He was sucking down a large hot chocolate and Rhonda had a cup of French roast. Warren had shaved around his goatee and his hair was still damp from a shower.


“Not much to tell. He’s Peter’s father.”


“So is he the kind of guy who would take a little girl?” He cocked his head to the side, waiting for her answer.


“No. It’s impossible.”


“Why’s that?”


“He disappeared twelve years ago.”


“Disappeared?”



“Yeah. One night he was there, with all of us, and the next morning, he was gone. We all thought he’d show up eventually. That he’d gone off on a bender or left town to avoid paying back a gambling debt or something, but no one ever heard from him again.”


“Spooky.”


“His daughter Lizzy was my best friend. Peter’s sister. And, um, she disappeared three years later when we were freshmen in high school. Lizzy left for school one morning with just her book bag and was never seen again.”


“Wait a sec,” Warren said. “Peter’s sister disappeared?”


Rhonda nodded. “Her dad came back for her.”


“If it was Daniel, why didn’t he take Peter too?” Warren asked.


“No one knows,” Rhonda said. She picked up her cup of coffee and drained the last lukewarm sip. “Everyone wondered, but no one knows. The police looked but couldn’t find either of them. Lizzy was one of those faces you see on milk cartons and in Wal-Marts; one of those parental abductions. Her mom pretty much lost her mind after that.”


Rhonda thought of Aggie’s steady decline: the drinking, the increasingly strange behavior. How she started to play with her hair, pulling out one strand at a time, working at it for hours until she looked like a dog with mange. She got paranoid, accused Clem and Justine of knowing where Daniel was and not telling her. She drank to excess, drove her car into Clem and Justine’s house, and bit the earlobe off a police officer who was sent to investigate a report of a woman dressed in only her underwear trying to steal avocados at Price Chopper.


Aggie eventually ended up in the state hospital for six months, then went off to her sister’s in Maryland. When her sister got burned out, she had Aggie moved into a sort of residential hotel for the mentally ill.


“And you’re sure it was Lizzy’s dad who took her?” Warren leaned toward Rhonda. His breath smelled sweet and chocolaty and she let herself wonder, for exactly one second, what it might be like to kiss him.


Rhonda nodded.


“Positive. Two weeks after she left, we got a postcard. There were a few more, all saying she was doing fine and telling about adventures she was having with Daniel. The last one was from San Francisco. I was a junior in high school then. The card just said she was taking singing lessons, which was really weird.” Rhonda closed her eyes, tried to remember the sound of Lizzy’s voice and couldn’t. What she remembered instead was her friend’s habit of singing the wrong words on purpose, trying to get a laugh.


“Weird?”


“Lizzy gave up speaking after her dad left. Wouldn’t talk to anybody. Three years without a single word. Then she writes that she’s taking singing lessons.” Rhonda laughed weakly, and began peeling the lip off of the now empty paper cup in her hand.


Warren nodded. “Freaky.”


“Yeah,” Rhonda agreed. “We were close, then the summer Daniel left, everything just kind of fell apart. Things were never the same.”


“That must have been really hard. Your best friend just disappearing like that.”


There it was. The thing she’d longed for from Peter over the years. Just a simple acknowledgment of how hard it was on Rhonda, on all of them. How hard and wrong and terrible the whole mess was. Instead, she heard it from Warren, practically a stranger, but with those two sentences, a thousand times more empathetic than Peter had ever been. It didn’t seem fair. But life wasn’t, was it? She looked down at the photo of Ernie on the MISSING flyer, then went back to working at tearing apart her cup.


“It was hard. And the hardest part has always been not knowing what happened to Lizzy. We never heard from her again. She and Daniel just snuck off and made this whole other life somewhere and none of us ever knew why.”


Warren nodded. “Two lost girls,” he said.


“What?” Rhonda’s cup was in shreds. She scooped the torn pieces into a pile.


“Lizzy and Ernie,” he said.


Rhonda let out a breath of air through her teeth. “The two have nothing to do with each other, Warren.”


Warren began picking up the torn pieces of Rhonda’s cup, studying them like they were evidence. “I’m just saying that I think things happen for a reason, it’s just that we don’t always know what the reason is.” He gnawed his lower lip, then continued. “I don’t think it was a mistake or just shit luck that you were here in the parking lot at the Mini Mart when Ernie was taken. You were meant to see it, meant to get involved.”


“I don’t buy it,” Rhonda said, scooting her chair back, away from him. “Life is all about shit luck and random chaos. That’s how the universe was created. It’s why we’re all here.”




“YOU SHOULDN’T BE here,” Trudy hissed at Rhonda.


It was lunchtime and Katy and her mom showed up with a cooler full of sandwiches for the crew at Pat’s, with Trudy Florucci in tow.


“Aunt Trudy, she’s here because she wants to help,” Katy said.


“Make her leave,” Trudy said to Pat, who had stepped in to intervene.


“Trudy, she’s…” Pat started to say.


“I made the sandwiches. It’s the one thing I’ve been able to do to help since Ernie was taken. It took every ounce of energy I had. And I’ll be damned if that little twat is going to sit on her fat ass eating my sandwiches thinking she’s some kind of fucking hero when it’s her fault Ernie is gone!”



Pat nodded at Rhonda, who stood up on shaky legs. Pat put an arm around her, guiding her toward the back of the store. “Go hide out in my office till she’s gone,” Pat whispered. “We need you here.”


Rhonda did as she was told, taking a seat behind Pat’s massive desk. In the corner, a small TV was tuned to CNN. On the wall beside her was a clipboard with the employee schedule on it. Pat’s desk was cluttered with magazines, newspapers, printouts and MISSING flyers with little Ernie peering up, smiling. In the middle of the chaos was a large granite rectangle, similar to a grave marker, the words PAT HEBERT, STATION OWNER AND MANAGER engraved on one side. Beside it was a framed photo of three little girls, one of whom was most definitely Pat at ten or eleven. It was odd to see that Pat had been young once, but somehow comforting to see that, from appearances anyway, not much had changed. Pat looked serious, the oldest girl of the group, the girl who was obviously in charge. The middle girl had a complacent, bucktoothed smile. The littlest one, the girl on the end, had her hair done up in ribbons and looked a little mischievous, like the minute the photo taker turned away, she’d pull the ribbons out.


In front of the photo in its heavy metal frame was the issue of People with Ella Starkee, the farmer, and his border collie on the cover. Rhonda flipped it open, scanned the article, which she’d already read several times.


Ella’s kidnapper met up with her on her way home from school. He asked if she wanted to see a magic trick. She shrugged. He pulled a coin from his ear and gave it to her. As she palmed the shiny quarter, he grabbed her wrist and pulled her into his car.


“Coast is clear!”


Rhonda jumped. Warren popped his head through the doorway, his smile sweet and slightly apologetic, like Trudy’s behavior was somehow his fault. “Katy’s still here, but her mom and aunt are gone. Come on out and grab a sandwich.”



Back at the volunteer table, Katy pushed a tuna on wheat toward Rhonda, who refused it, though she was starving.


“My aunt Trudy’s not herself,” Katy told Rhonda. “She just wants someone to blame, you know? And I’m sure that when she gets her head back on straight, she’ll see it wasn’t your fault about Ernie. I mean, I can see that clear as day, you know? What were you supposed to do? The guy grabbed her and was gone.”


Rhonda nodded. Gone. Hopping off into the sunset, hand in paw.


“So this is what I’ve been able to figure out: the rabbit had been visiting Ernie for at least three weeks. The last time we know he saw her for sure was this past Thursday: Ernie told her mom she missed the bus and the rabbit brought her home. She drew pictures of him hiding in the bushes by the playground at school and talking to her through her bedroom window. But most of the pictures looked like this,” Katy said, slipping a page surreptitiously out of a school binder that said GIRLS RULE in sparkly letters on the cover—a bright crayoned drawing labeled RABBIT ISLAND in crude letters.


“Shouldn’t the police have this?” Warren whispered.


Katy shrugged. “Ernie made so many drawings of the same scene. Crowley got all of them. I figured I should save one, just in case we never get the others back, you know? They’re evidence now. And it didn’t seem right to give every last one away. It seemed like, I dunno, bad luck or something. Like I was giving away every last piece of her.”


How pleasant it looked, Rhonda thought, like a scene from a brochure showing a tropical island getaway. She studied the palm trees, the multicolored rabbits lounging on neat rows of rocks in the sun, the pale clouds shaped like hopping bunnies. The island was surrounded on all sides by dark, shark-infested water. A small black fence circled the island, and to get in, you walked through a swinging gate guarded on either side by giant bunnies. Pulled up in the water next to the gate was a small brown submarine.



“That’s obviously the Volkswagen,” Warren said, pointing to the sub. “Look at the shape. She’s just added a periscope and propeller to it.”


“But how could the rabbit have used Laura Lee’s car again and again?” Rhonda asked. “I mean, I can see taking it once and her not noticing, but he must have used it several times. That seems pretty chancy.”


“Not if it was someone Laura Lee knew,” Katy said. “Someone she trusted. Someone who had his own set of keys.”


Rhonda shook her head, looked back at the picture.


She saw Ernie and Peter Rabbit in the center of the island, Ernie smiling, holding the rabbit’s paw. Rabbit Island. Rhonda imagined Ernie there right now, happy and warm in the sun. Maybe Rabbit Island was the place everyone who disappeared went to. Maybe, Rhonda thought in spite of herself, Lizzy and Daniel were there too. Perhaps, thought Rhonda as she touched the missing child’s drawing, Rabbit Island was a place populated by all who were lost. She shook her head. Be logical, she told herself. Look at the evidence.


“So if the sub is the car, then Rabbit Island is probably an actual place, too,” she said.


“A zoo maybe?” Warren guessed.


“Looks more like a park to me,” Katy said.


Rhonda nodded. “Chances are it’s not all that far away. When the rabbit took her for these rides, they couldn’t have been gone long. He always got her back home before Trudy noticed she’d been missing.”


“With all this water,” Warren said, “it might be some place by the lake.”


“Could be,” said Rhonda. “The lake doesn’t have any islands but there are plenty of small beaches and rocky outcroppings.”


“There’s another thing—something only the police know,” Katy said as she looked up from the drawing. “For some reason or other, the rabbit had this weird name he called her.”



“Weird name?” Rhonda asked.


“He called her Birdie,” Katy said. “I heard my aunt tell my mom. Crowley found a card from Peter Rabbit tucked under Ernie’s mattress. It was addressed to Birdie.”


“Jesus,” Rhonda said.


“Bizarre,” Warren said, sucking in his lower lip and biting down.


“But you didn’t hear the Birdie thing from me,” Katy said, sliding the drawing back into the folder and sticking the folder in her backpack. “And if anyone sees I’ve got this, it’ll go straight to Crowley. If my aunt catches me talking to you, she’ll have a conniption. Maybe I’ll see you guys later. If I can’t come back this afternoon, I’ll make it tomorrow.”


“Take it easy,” said Warren, smiling. “And thanks for lunch!”


“No problem,” Katy said, practically glowing as she smiled back at him.


“So what do you think?” Warren asked as they watched Katy hop on her bike outside.


“I think someone’s got a crush on you,” Rhonda said.


Warren’s face flushed. “I mean about the drawing and this weird bird name,” he said.


“I don’t know yet,” Rhonda said, standing. “You want a candy bar?” Warren shook his head, started doodling on the paper in front of him. Birdie, he wrote.


Rhonda walked over to the rack of candy, picked out a Snickers bar and brought it up to Pat at the register. Pat looked up from the latest Ernie spread in the newspaper (in which a photo of Pat herself featured prominently) and gave Rhonda a huge smile.


“It’s on the house, Rhonda. It’s the least I can do to thank you for all of your work here. You know, what Trudy said wasn’t fair and I’m sorry.”


Rhonda shrugged.


“You keep your chin up, now,” Pat ordered. “We mustn’t start to lose hope. We’ve got to stick together and bring this little girl home.” She gave Rhonda a robust pat on the shoulder. Maybe Warren had spoken up for her, and she was off Pat’s list?


Pat came out from behind the counter and walked over to Warren.


“FYI, we have a new volunteer, Cecil Lowry, coming in around two. He used to be the fire chief but he’s been retired for years now. He’s still got a lot of connections, knows everybody. He’ll bring a real sense of order to things here. He’s a character alright—I think you’ll like him.”


Then she bent down and said something in a low voice to him. He glanced over to Rhonda, then away. He whispered something back, looking a little frustrated.


“Oh, for Christ’s sake,” Rhonda muttered to herself. So much for being off the suspect list.


She walked down the hall past the bathroom, office, and storeroom, and into the garage, where Jim was doing an oil change while he listened to the Red Sox game on the radio. There was no sign of Peter.


There was a metal desk in the corner, with a large appointment book taking up most of the surface. Rhonda saw no harm in wandering over and taking a look. It was opened to today’s date, June 7. Peter was the one supposed to be doing the oil change. There were two inspections and a brake job scheduled for later that afternoon: things she knew Jim wasn’t qualified to do. She flipped back through the greasy pages, glancing at the schedules over the past three weeks. Laura Lee’s car had been in three times. Peter had installed a new fuel line and fuel filter back on May 15. The VW was in again on May 25 to have the rear brakes replaced. Then, on June 1, last Thursday, Peter had replaced some clamps and hoses. There was also a list of things he hadn’t gotten around to: replacing the fan belt (he had to order the part) and fixing the latch on the passenger side door (a note in the book said Laura Lee reported the door only stayed closed if it was locked). Peter had penciled her in again for next Friday to finish the work. Doubtful she’d come now that the car had been impounded.


But it had been in last Thursday, which was, according to Katy, when the rabbit had given Ernie a ride home in his submarine.


Shit.


Rhonda closed the book.


“You doing our scheduling now?” Jim had come up behind her.


“Huh? Oh, no. Sorry, just looking. I was wondering when Peter worked next.”


Jim nodded grimly. “Supposed to be here now. I don’t know what’s gotten into him lately. Shows up when he feels like it, I guess. Must be nice.”


“I guess he’s got a lot on his mind,” she said.


“No excuse,” Jim said.


“I guess not,” Rhonda answered. “I better get back to the phones.”


On the short walk back to the tables in the corner, Rhonda made up her mind not to tell Warren about seeing Laura Lee’s car in the scheduling book. Like it or not, the evidence was stacked against Peter and proving his innocence was going to be tricky. She needed more clues. Rhonda peeked into Pat’s office as she went by—empty. She stepped in and glanced at the clipboard on the wall next to the desk: the employee schedule. She flipped back to the week before and scanned the schedule for Thursday. Pat was working, along with someone named Carl. And Peter. Surely, if Peter drove off in Laura Lee’s car for any length of time, someone would have noticed. She couldn’t very well ask Pat, who would just see it as more evidence of Peter’s involvement (and possibly Rhonda’s too), so what she needed to do was find this Carl guy. She saw his name on the schedule later in the week. Perfect.


Rhonda hurried out of the office and back down the hall, and there he was: the suspect of the hour.



“Hey, Ronnie,” Peter called.


He was standing next to Warren, holding the hair back from his forehead, showing off his scar. Warren, apparently, had remembered Laura Lee’s instructions and thought to ask about the scar. Beside Peter was Suzy, dressed in a tie-dye shirt and cutoff shorts. Rhonda scanned the store quickly: no Tock. She practically bounded up to them.


“Aunt Rhonda!” Suzy said, “Daddy says I can come see Sadie again soon.”


“Of course,” Rhonda said. “Any time you like.”


“Can I bring her some apples?”


“Of course, sweetie. She’d love that.”


“What, you have a horse or something?” Warren asked.


Rhonda and Suzy giggled.


“A pig,” Suzy told him.


He looked shocked.


“A guinea pig,” Rhonda explained.


“Hey Ronnie, can you keep an eye on Suzy for a minute?” Peter asked. “I’ve gotta go patch things up with Pat and Jim. Tock and I screwed up our schedules and I’ve got Suzy all day. I had to bring her to the doctor’s this morning.”


“I had another storm,” Suzy said.


“They changed her medication again. Freaking doctors. You’d think they’d have a clue what would work here. That’s her third seizure in a week.” Peter was already on his way across the store and into the garage. Suzy sat down at the table, flipped over a flyer with Ernie’s picture to the blank side and began to scribble.


“So what’s this guinea pig like?” Warren asked, directing the question more at Suzy than Rhonda.


“She’s albino,” Suzy said. “She’s all white with red eyes. Like a ghost.”


Suzy began to draw an octopus, counting the legs carefully.



“No kidding,” Warren said. “How cool is that? When do I get to meet her?” Now he looked in Rhonda’s direction.


“Anytime,” Rhonda said before she had a chance to think better of it.


“Today? When we get out of here?” Warren suggested.


“Why not?” Rhonda said.


“She likes apples,” Suzy told him.


“Well then I better go see if I can find one. I don’t want to make a bad first impression by arriving empty-handed.” He got up and walked over to the coolers to search for an apple.


“He’s funny,” Suzy said.


“Yeah, he is,” Rhonda agreed. Had she really just invited Warren home? What was she thinking? Why did he even want to come? Maybe he was just an animal lover.


“Daddy says you’re helping to find Ernie,” Suzy said, looking up from her drawing. The octopus now had eight legs and had been joined by a smiling starfish.


“We’re sure trying,” Rhonda said. The reality was, they weren’t doing shit. It seemed no one was. Forty-eight hours later, there was no sign of the little girl. It was like they disappeared into thin air, she and the rabbit in the submarine.


It could so easily have been Suzy, Rhonda thought as she stroked the little girl’s hair. It could have been any little girl.


“Hey, Suzy? Did you know about the rabbit visiting Ernie?” Rhonda asked.


“Yep. He came to school.”


“You saw him?”


“No. Only Ernie. She said she was lucky. That Peter picked her because she was special. I only met the other Peter.”


Was Suzy drawing a rabbit there, hopping through her underwater scene?


“What other Peter?” Rhonda’s heart began beating double-time.



No, it wasn’t a rabbit. Suzy was drawing an angelfish.


“The stuffed one. Like a toy? Ernie said the real Peter gave her the stuffed Peter to keep her company. So she wouldn’t be lonely when he couldn’t be with her.”


“So he gave her a stuffed rabbit?”


“Uh-huh. White and fluffy but it got dingy quick.”


“Come on, Suzy Q, time to jump back in the saddle!” Peter called.


He was walking stiffly toward them.


“That was fast,” Rhonda said.


“It doesn’t take long to get canned,” Peter said, trying to sound casual, but Rhonda heard the faint tremor in his voice.


“What?” Rhonda asked.


“They fired me. Said my working here was bad for business.”


“They can’t do that!”


“Sure they can,” Peter shrugged. “It’s a small town. People talk.” He drew in a breath, blew it out slowly, calmly. Only someone who knew him as well as Rhonda could read his face: he was seething.


“About what?” Suzy asked.


“A lot of nonsense, that’s what,” Peter said. “Now grab your latest masterpiece and come on. We’ve gotta get the shopping done and dinner cooked before your mama gets home.”




“I DIDN’T KNOW guinea pigs were so talkative,” Warren said as he kneeled on the floor of Rhonda’s living room, stroking Sadie, who was showing off with whistles and coos.


“I think she’s got a thing for you.”


“She just loves me for my apple slices.” He reached into the aquarium and fed her another. “Her pink eyes are kind of freaky.”


“Some cultures believe that albinos have magical powers,” Rhonda said.



Warren raised his eyebrows. “Don’t tell me: that’s why you chose Sadie, to help with your mojo?”


“Nope.” Rhonda leaned in and stroked Sadie’s head. “No magical powers here. Just a distinct lack of melanin. I rescued her from the lab at school.”


Warren tossed in another apple slice, then stood up, wiping his hands on his shorts. Rhonda found herself staring at the fine hairs on his legs and wondered, for an instant, what it would be like to run her fingers lightly over them.


Get over it, she told herself.


Rhonda had dated in college. Not much, but enough to know that it always ended in disappointment. She’d gone out to the movies, dinner, even fooled around a little, but it never amounted to anything. No matter how nice the guy, how well he treated her or how much they had in common, he still wasn’t Peter.


“You want a drink or something?” Rhonda asked, turning away from Warren and his legs. “I’ve got Diet Coke and beer. Or I could make tea.”


“Beer would be great.” He followed her down the hall toward the kitchen, stopping to study the dissection drawings.


“Did you do these?” Warren asked, finger hovering over the eviscerated rabbit, tracing the outline of its lungs and heart.


Rhonda nodded.


“They’re really good. Kind of a sick thing to put up on the wall of your home—animals all taken apart like this—but they’re excellent. Beautiful, even. You’re an artist.”


Rhonda shook her head. “I just draw what I see. An artist interprets and manipulates—I don’t have that kind of imagination or ability.”


“Yeah and I just film what I see too and they call it art. It’s all about perspective, Rhonda.”


She shrugged and led him to the kitchen, where they settled in at the table with a couple of beers and some mildly stale pretzels Rhonda dug out of the back of a cupboard.


“I’ve been thinking about this thing with Peter,” Rhonda said.


“I think it’s shitty that Pat and Jim fired him. And it’s probably not even legal.”


Warren nodded. “Probably not.”


“So I thought maybe you could talk to them. Convince them that firing him isn’t the right way to handle things. It’s just going to make everything worse. People are looking to Pat as a key player in this Ernie thing—she’s had way more media exposure than Trudy and she’s pretty much become the star of Pike’s Crossing overnight. If she fires Peter, it makes him look even more guilty.”


“I don’t know, Rhonda. Jim’s pretty easy. But Pat, once she makes up her mind about a thing, it’s like trying to stir dried cement.”


“Will you try?”


“Okay. I’ll try. If you’ll do something for me.”


“What?”


“Consider that Peter might not be what you think. I’m not saying he’s the one who took Ernie, I’m just asking you to look at the evidence and realize he might be involved in some way. He might not be the person he seems.”


“I’ve known Peter since I was born!”


“I know. I know you have. But everyone has secrets.”


She was about to open her mouth to say that she knew all of Peter’s secrets, and he all of hers, but she was interrupted by the ringing phone. She excused herself and grabbed the cordless phone from the table in the front hall.


“Ronnie? It’s Tock. Listen, Suzy just told me she was talking to you about Ernie this afternoon.”


“Yeah, a little.” Rhonda began to pace back and forth across the hall, studying the dissection drawings.



“She said you asked about Ernie and the rabbit.” There was an edge to Tock’s voice that made Rhonda cringe.


“I just wondered if she’d ever seen the rabbit,” Rhonda explained. She looked at her own rabbit drawing, the layers of fur, skin, and tissue peeled back to reveal the bright, jewel-like organs inside.


Tock blew out a breath, hissing into the phone like some far-off snake. “She had one of her worst seizures ever last night. Did Peter tell you that? God, I can’t believe he brought her into Pat’s in the first place, all that Ernie stuff around…it’s too much. She’s a little girl, Rhonda. A very upset little girl with a serious medical condition that isn’t being controlled very well at the moment.” Tock’s voice was strained. She sounded like she was on the verge of either crying or screaming.


“I’m sorry, Tock. God, I would never do anything to hurt or upset Suzy. I was just making conversation. I’m so sorry. I’ll be more careful in the future.” Rhonda stood with her back against the wall and let herself sink down, back sliding, until she was sitting on the floor.


“Thank you. That’s all I’m asking.”


“Of course,” Rhonda said. “Thanks for calling, Tock. Thanks for telling me.” She started to stand.


“Wait, there’s something else. Did you stop by my mother’s trailer yesterday?”


Rhonda took in a breath, let herself fall back to the ground. Shit. “Yeah. I just wanted to see how she was.”


“And you brought some guy…some movie director or something?”


“I brought a friend. My friend Warren. He’s not really—”


“My family’s been through a lot these last couple of days. I don’t know what it is you hoped to find by interrogating a sick woman and a little girl, but you’re not the cop, Rhonda. It’s not your job to go digging around in other people’s lives. You’re just a witness. A witness who did nothing, which, let’s face it, is pretty fucking suspicious, isn’t it?”


Before Rhonda could respond, Tock slammed the phone down, sending a smashing shriek across the lines, echoing inside Rhonda’s already rattled skull.












MAY 31, 1993





TWO WEEKS BEFORE his birthday, Clem began sleeping in his study. There was a love seat there, and he’d lie down with his long legs draped over one armrest, his head forced up at an unnatural angle by the other. When he woke up in the morning, he’d emerge from his new lair in the rough shape of a question mark, hobble his way to the kitchen, and make coffee. By the time he was into his second cup, he’d straightened up again.


“Why are you sleeping in the study?” Rhonda asked after it became clear that this was to be an ongoing arrangement.


“My snoring was keeping your mother awake,” he said.


“You snore, Daddy?”


He shrugged, turned the coffee mug in his hands.


Rhonda would watch him get ready for work (Clem was the boss at the sawmill those days—Dave Lancaster had retired) after one of his nights on the love seat, wondering what was really going on. She heard bits and pieces of arguments through the walls. Hushed conversations. She never picked up enough to know what the fighting was about—only that her mother seemed very angry with her father. And Rhonda knew enough to realize it sure didn’t have anything to do with her father snoring.


She made up her mind to do something extra special for his birthday. She’d make him a drawing. A really nice one. She’d take her time and do a sketch of something he’d really love. But what? She made a mental list of the things her father loved: black coffee, unfiltered Camel cigarettes, German beer, and the Civil War. The war seemed like the best candidate for a good picture.


Her father spent nearly all his free time reading about it, studying battle plans and maps. One weekend a month, he got together with a group of other Civil War enthusiasts and planned reenactments. Clem had a scratchy wool costume and marched in parades with a musket, camped out at fairs, and reenacted battles all over the east coast. Rhonda didn’t get her father’s fascination, obsession even, with a war he’d had nothing to do with. She felt a little embarrassed for him when he dug his Union Army uniform out of storage and put it on, marching off to war in his Dodge pickup, Camel cigarettes and a cup of coffee by his side.


Maybe, Rhonda thought, she could do a drawing of one of the generals. She just needed to find a good photo to work from and she could draw just about anything. She resolved to sneak into his study when she got home from school, before he got out of work, and find a picture.




GRANT AND LEE stared up at her, along with endless photos of young men in uniform. None of them were right. She thought about trying to draw an old map depicting a battleground, but that seemed silly—a map is a drawing, anyway. Then, she found it. There in the pages of one of her father’s books, her subject stared up at her: the Hunley.


The Hunley was a Confederate-built submarine powered by eight men turning hand cranks. While it was not the first submarine, it was, Rhonda knew from her father’s Civil War rants, the first sub ever to sink a ship in battle. The Hunley itself sank in the waters near Charleston in 1864 after tearing a hole in the side of a Union ship. The Confederate camp nearby saw the blue light from the Hunley signaling that they’d been successful in their mission and were returning to shore, but something went wrong along the way. The submarine, and the crew that went down with it, were never recovered. What happened to the Hunley and its crew was, according to Clem, one of the greatest mysteries in United States history.


Rhonda spent the next hour studying old drawings of the Hunley in Clem’s Civil War books, reading everything she could find about it, and decided to do a series of sketches—her own renditions of the submarine, a composite of all she had gleaned. The top drawing would show the outside of the Hunley, and the middle would be a cutaway view of the inside, depicting the soldiers working the cranks while the captain manned the controls at the front of the machine. The image at the bottom would be the same cutaway view, but without the men. Instead, Rhonda would carefully print the names and explanations for all the mechanical features of the sub: the water ballast tanks, sea cocks, steering rods, propeller, rudder, mercury gauge for measuring depth, even the candle that illuminated the controls, and warned when air was running out.


She found the submarine pictures she would work from and was flipping through a book, looking for one that showed a close-up of a Confederate uniform, when a photograph that had been stuck between the pages fell out. Rhonda leaned down and picked it up from the floor, assuming it would be some silly snapshot of her father and his Civil War dress-up pals.


It wasn’t. It was a wedding photo. The groom in a tux, looking young and tan, was her father. Beside him, the bride smiled out from cascade of white lace and clutched a heavy bouquet like a club. But it was not Rhonda’s mother looking out at her: it was Aggie.















He wishes this would never end. He imagines going away with her, living like this forever, being this happy. He wishes there was a real Rabbit Island, a place they could go and not be bothered. Where she could go on being his Birdie and he could be her Peter Rabbit forever.


But the rabbit understands the reality of the situation. He knows his days as a rabbit are numbered. But he doesn’t want her to forget him. Not ever. He doesn’t want her to be lonely. He gives her a gift: a fluffy stuffed rabbit. He puts a tag around its neck. FOR BIRDIE WITH LOVE FROM PETER, it says. He’s taking a chance giving her the gift, but she is a careful girl. She understands that everything that passes between them is a secret. The little girl squeezes the soft, white bunny to her chest, then turns and hugs Peter. If she could see beneath the mask, behind the mesh eyes, she’d know he was crying.












JUNE 12, 13 & 14, 2006





ONE WEEK AFTER the kidnapping, Ernie had not been found, and Pike’s Crossing was in an uproar. Lakeview Lodge, The Inn and Out Motel, and the two bed-and-breakfasts in town were booked solid with out-of-state media and volunteers. The little café down the street from Pat’s did a booming business despite their lack of lattes. The streets, fields, and woods had been searched by dogs, helicopters, Boy Scouts, a group of National Guard volunteers, and citizens. The state police brought in divers and boats, and dragged Nickel Lake. Candlelight vigils were held at the Methodist church. And though people were worried that no trace of Ernie had been found, they recalled Ella Starkee: ten days in a hole with a tin can, worms, and beetles. Anything was possible.


Pat held another press conference, Trudy Florucci by her side, to say she’d enlisted the services of a woman who dowsed for lost children and pets with a forked willow branch. She introduced Shirley Bowes, who was old enough to be Pat’s mother, and who looked, to Rhonda’s surprise, like a farm wife. She did not wear a turban or long, flowing dress hanging with bells. The only jewelry Shirley wore was a plain gold wedding band. She had permed white hair and wore sensible, old-lady clothes. Shirley scuffed her shoes on the floor and smiled shyly at the cameras.


“You might remember,” Pat went on, “last year Shirley found a toddler in an old dry well up in Swanton.”


Rhonda remembered. The little boy had fallen into the deep hole and stayed there overnight, for nearly twenty-four hours. Nothing like Ella Starkee, who lost track of time down in her hole. She measured her days with crinkly cellophane butterscotch wrappers. She sang every song she knew. When she ran out of songs, she began talking to God.


“And he talked back to me,” she told reporters later.


“What did he say?” the reporters asked.


Ella smiled bashfully. “He told elephant jokes.”


“Elephant jokes?”


“Like, how can you tell an elephant has been in your refrigerator? Look for footprints in the butter.”


Rhonda focused back on Pat’s conference.


“Ernie’s been gone too long and we’re at a dead end. We’ve got to seek out new leads wherever we can find them,” Pat said in her hearty voice. Pat the boss. Pat in her name tag that said STATION OWNER, to show who was in charge. Rhonda found an odd comfort in Pat’s enthusiasm.


It was only in her moments off camera, when Rhonda caught Pat pacing nervously or muttering to herself, that she sensed Pat might be losing her grip on the situation—preparing to admit the possibility of defeat. Rhonda cringed at the idea that Pat still thought of her as a suspect. She also hated to think that this might be the true reason behind all the time Warren had been spending with her. And did he suspect her, too? Think she and Peter had conspired to steal the little girl?


“One more thing,” Pat told the reporters. “Bonnie Starkee, the mother of little Ella, called Trudy this morning.”


An excited murmur went through the room.


“What did Mrs. Starkee say?” asked one of the reporters.


“She said she’s praying for Ernie. She told Trudy she mustn’t lose hope. Now, there’s no time to waste. Let’s put Shirley to work!” Cameras clicked as Shirley stepped forward and asked, in a barely audible voice, to be given something that had belonged to Ernie. Trudy reached down into a wrinkled paper grocery bag at her feet and pulled out a stuffed bear with an embroidered heart on its chest. The dowser sat in the padded chair dragged from behind the register, clutching the pink teddy bear as cameras clicked and television stations shot footage for the evening news. At last, Shirley stood up, handed the bear back to Trudy, took out a map of the state, spread it on the counter, and dangled a clear quartz crystal on a thin silver chain over it. The pendulum hung still, not circling or swaying, a dead weight. When Shirley wasn’t able to get a reading on the Vermont map, she spread out a map of the whole country. Still nothing.


Maybe Ernie was in outer space, Rhonda thought. Like the cow that jumped over the moon. Maybe that’s where the rabbit took her in his submarine. Maybe Rabbit Island was up there somewhere, its own kind of heaven. Rhonda looked up, away from the pendulum and map, and tried to get her eyes to look right through the ceiling and roof—to look somehow beyond. She sensed Warren watching her and turned toward him. He looked unspeakably sad, defeated. Rhonda reached out to him, then pulled her hand back, hesitating. But wasn’t it her own hesitation that got her into this mess in the first place? Her inaction was the very reason Ernie was gone, so lost even the dowser couldn’t find her. For better or worse, she reached out and took Warren’s hand. He squeezed her fingers tightly, encircling her hand with his own.




“I’LL SAY ONE thing,” Cecil Lowry mumbled as the press conference was breaking up. Cecil, the ex–fire chief, was a happily cranky old man who challenged everyone he met to guess how old he was, and, when people politely guessed a good ten years lower than they believed he was, would crow, Eighty-four! Can you believe it? Ha! They could believe it. “All this has put Pike’s Crossing on the map. Don’t tell nobody I said so, but in some ways, this kidnapping is the best thing that ever happened to Pike’s Crossing. And you can’t tell me all business owners who are raking it in don’t feel just the same.”




RHONDA’S HEAD WAS full of rabbits. She drew them on scraps of paper when she talked on the phone or puzzled over what little evidence they had. She scribbled out chains of rabbits, paws linked one through the other, and as she drew, she studied them for clues, thinking they might know the thing that all bunnies knew: the way to Rabbit Island. She stared down at her doodles like she half-expected the rabbits to dance off the page, doing the bunny hop all the way to Ernie Florucci. And maybe, if she was lucky enough, to Lizzy and Daniel too.


Among the rabbits, she scribbled notes on the few clues they had: Rabbit Island, Laura Lee’s car, the name Birdie. None of it made any sense. But the doodling calmed her.


False leads continued to pile up: a gold bug had been spotted at a motel in Lyndonville, someone’s bachelor uncle kept a rabbit suit in his closet, Ernie was seen buying a soda from a machine at a rest area in Massachusetts. Each time a new lead came in, a buzz of excitement swept through the Mini Mart, a jolt of hope. The police followed every one, but they were all dead ends. When word filtered back down to the Mini Mart, a hush fell over everyone. Defeated glances were exchanged. There was nothing to do but wait for the phone to ring, for the next tip to come in that would start the cycle over again.




SHIRLEY BOWES HAD a friend, Marsha, a psychic. Marsha, a woman about Trudy’s age, who’d recently moved from New York City, was called in, and held the stuffed bear. She closed her eyes and said, “I’m getting a picture.” This woman had artfully sculpted hair, beautiful clothes, expensive perfume.


“Oh, she’s alive,” Marsha said. To Rhonda, her Bronx accent sounded almost fake. “She’s in the woods. I see tall trees. Rocks. A cave. He’s got her in a cave. That’s where she sleeps at night.”


Shirley tried dowsing again, and this time her pendulum circled over the state forest not far from where Ernie was taken. The area, Rhonda knew, Peter said he was hiking in that day.


Pat called Crowley, and, although he did not believe in psychics or dowsers, he agreed to help organize a search party of cops, civilians, and park rangers to go through the forest the next day. A dozen TV news crews followed the search party, and all the local papers sent reporters. Pat called everyone she knew in town—which amounted to essentially everyone in Pike’s Crossing—to help comb the forest.


The rangers and guides insisted there were no caves in the park. But then Marsha the psychic said, “It might not be an actual cave, technically. Maybe a group of rocks that could give shelter—something a little girl might call a cave.”


Shirley Bowes walked through briars and along hiking trails holding a wooden Y-shaped stick, letting it pull her this way and that. The stick tilted down and vibrated a little when she was supposedly on the right track. It looked to Rhonda like the stick was leading the poor old lady with the sensible shoes in circles. And right at her heels was Pat, Trudy Florucci in tow. And the cameras all around them clicked and flashed.


Trudy was looking a little the worse for wear. There were whispers that it was Trudy’s own fault that Ernie was gone. What kind of mother left her six-year-old daughter alone in the car like that? Rhonda knew that Katy’s mom was providing some kind of pills for Trudy. Something for her nerves, Katy had whispered. But it seemed that Trudy was taking more and more of them, and by the time they searched the park, she was all but staggering and drooling. At one point, Shirley was leading a small group up a rocky hill and Trudy lost her footing, twisting an ankle. She lay in the leaf litter, sobbing. Pat called for Warren to come and take her back to base camp, which consisted of a few tables set up with coffee, sandwiches, and maps next to the ranger station—and, of course, camera crews. Warren was having trouble guiding Trudy by himself, and called for Rhonda to come help.


Trudy’s only protest was to narrow her eyes at Rhonda and say, “You!”


“I’m here to help,” Rhonda said.


“You want to help?” Trudy gave a bitter laugh. “You wouldn’t even know where to begin.”


“Please, Miss Florucci, I…”


“Mrs. Florucci,” Trudy corrected in a drug-slurred voice. “My husband, my husband, Sal, he lost his right arm in an accident just last year. He killed himself six months ago. He was a granite cutter, and his arm was crushed by a piece of rock.


“For weeks after the accident Sal woke up in the night swearing he could still feel his arm: It feels tingly, like it’s asleep, he’d tell me. I’d turn on the light and he’d stare at the stump like he couldn’t believe his own eyes.”


Rhonda nodded, didn’t know what to say. Trudy leaned into her, hobbling on one foot, Warren at her right side.



“At night, when I sleep, sometimes I dream none of this has happened, and Ernie’s right there beside me. I wake up and lie still, sure I can feel Ernie tucked safely under my arm, spooned up against me. I can smell her, almost taste her.” Trudy looked to Rhonda, her eyes full of rage once more. “And then I turn on the light.”


They were nearly back to base camp now, and television cameras were pointed at them.


“Are you hurt, Trudy?” one of the reporters called.


“Have they found anything yet?” another asked.


Trudy hung her head, and Warren stepped protectively in front of her. “Give her some space, for God’s sake,” he snapped.


“You can dream all you want,” Trudy whispered, her breath hot in Rhonda’s ear. “But at some point, someone’s gonna turn on the goddamn light.”




THE HILLSIDES WERE searched all day and no sign of Ernie was found. Then, the next morning, a volunteer fireman discovered a pile of bones hidden in a cluster of rocks. The forensic team was called in and quickly identified the fragmented bones as animal: deer, most likely. The fireman had discovered the den of a coyote. The news cameras filmed a shaky Trudy with Pat clinging hard to her arm like she was keeping Trudy from floating away. The volunteers went home at the end of the day, everyone convinced that Ernie Florucci, wherever she may be, was not in the state forest.




RHONDA AND WARREN went back to Pat’s to check if any new information had come in. The phones were being manned by a grouchy old Cecil, who had a bad hip and couldn’t join the search team at the state park.


“Not a damn thing. Phone didn’t ring once. The most exciting part of my day was when that little Katy brought me these goddamn brownies.” He gestured spitefully at the tray of goodies. “I ate about half of them—which I’m not supposed to, with my sugar. Doc put me on pills, maybe I’ll just take an extra tonight.” He sighed, ruminating on his misfortune for a moment. “Oh, and she dropped this off for you.” He handed over a manila envelope with WARREN & RHONDA scrawled on the outside in pink marker.


“Damn shame you didn’t find anything in the forest. Watching it on the news at noon, I felt almost as bad for Patty as for Trudy. She’s taking it real hard.”


Warren nodded. “She’s doing all she can.”


“You know, I was on the fire department back when Rebecca was killed,” Cecil said, rubbing the stubble on his chin. “I was one of the first on the scene. I’m the one who grabbed Patty and took her away. She didn’t need to see her sister all messed up like a bunch of dog food.”


“Rebecca?” Rhonda asked. Nothing about this story was familiar to her.


“My mom’s and Pat’s little sister,” Warren explained. Rhonda remembered the photograph in Pat’s office, the littlest girl on the end, her hair in ribbons.


“Hit by a logging truck back in ’73. I’m no headshrinker, but know what I think?” Cecil asked. “I think Patty’s always blamed herself. I mean, she was the only one at home that day with Rebecca. She was supposed to be keeping an eye on her. But little girls can be as slippery as snakes—weren’t her fault and nobody ever said it were. Just the same, all these years later, here’s a chance to save another little girl. And she jumps on it. Throws herself into it like it’s her life’s calling. Right?”


Warren nodded.


Two lost girls, Rhonda was thinking.


Cecil got up to leave. “She was holding one of Rebecca’s little shoes when I found her. A white sneaker stained with blood. Wouldn’t let it go.” He pulled on an old VFD baseball cap. “Damn shame,” he mumbled. They thanked Cecil and watched him go.


“I can’t believe I never heard the story of Rebecca,” Rhonda said.


“It was a long time ago,” Warren said. “And one of those things people don’t talk about, like cancer or something. I barely know the story myself and it was my own family.”


Rhonda nodded, thinking of the secrets in her family.


“So, what do you think?” Warren asked. “Is it worth sticking around or should we go for beer?” He opened the envelope from Katy and shook it to let the paper fall out.


“I vote for beer. It’s been a hell of a long day and it’s not like the phones have been ringing off the hook.”


She glanced down at the paper on the table. It was a color photocopy of Ernie’s drawing of Rabbit Island. Attached to it was a sticky note: Worried the original might get confiscated, so I made a copy. Thought you might want one too. I still say it’s some kind of park with a stone garden or something. K.


Warren turned the drawing to face him, and Rhonda was looking at it upside down, and only seeing it from this unfamiliar perspective did she recognize Rabbit Island for what it was.


“The beer’s going to have to wait,” Rhonda said. “Come on, we’re going for a ride.”












JUNE 12, 1993





PETER HAD HIS scripts printed and everyone was ready to go. He decided they would start at the beginning: with Peter Pan arriving in the nursery and taking the children away. Little Jamie O’Shea was playing Michael, and his brother Malcolm played John. The O’Sheas were quiet, red-haired boys from the end of the street, who had to be coached constantly to say their lines louder.


“What?” Peter yelled after one of them had spoken. “Speak up, John! Speak up, Michael! Or I’ll feed you to the crocodile!”


But the problem was, they had no crocodile. Not yet. The lost boys, Indians, and pirates were all younger kids, summer kids whose folks owned cottages on the lake. They came back year after year, making their way to the woods to shyly ask Peter if they could try out for the play. Anyone who tried out got a part, even if it meant having to write in a new character.


The summer kids couldn’t make it to every rehearsal, because their families took them swimming, boating, and fishing. None of these kids wanted the role of the crocodile. All the girls wanted Tiger Lily or Tinker Bell, but some were made pirates, others lost boys and Indians. The littlest girl of all, Natalie, played Tinker Bell in her pink bathing suit with wire wings draped in gauze.


Peter was perched in the window of the nursery, about to make his entrance, when, suddenly, Jamie O’Shea screamed.


“What is it now?” Peter demanded.


“A bee stung me!” Jamie yelled. “Ow! It got me again!”


Then Malcolm joined in: “OW!” And grabbed his butt.


Peter jumped down from the window into the nursery and looked around. “I don’t see any bees.”


Rhonda got up from the cot she was lying on and looked around, agreeing. There were no bees. Not so much as a mosquito or a blackfly.


“None of the stinging buggers here, matey,” called Lizzy, watching from the deck of her pirate ship that was actually the hood of Clem’s old car. A couple of the younger pirates sat in the backseat, sharing a bag of chocolate-covered peanuts. There were half a dozen other kids milling around, dressed as Indians and lost boys, waiting for Peter and the Darling children to fly off to Neverland so they could do the next scene. Panic sets in quickly among the bored.


Jamie slapped frantically at his neck, screaming, “Bees!” as he ran in circles around the stage.


“There must be a nest,” Malcolm cried to the group of kids assembled. “Everyone run!”


And before Peter could stop them, there went his entire cast, with the exception of Rhonda and Lizzy, running wildly through the woods, screaming about killer bees.


Then came the laugh from the top of the trees. They looked up and there was Greta Clark, BB gun in hand, legs wrapped around the top of a white pine.



“Greta!” Peter shouted. “You could have put someone’s eye out with that thing!”


“Buzz, buzz, buzz!” she shouted back.


Greta lived in a trailer near the lake with her kooky mother, Laura Lee Clark, who claimed to have been in just about every movie made in the seventies. There was never any confirmation of what might have happened to Greta’s father, who might or might not have been Warren Beatty, according to Laura Lee.


Greta Clark was twelve and carried a homemade bow and arrows and a BB gun that she used to shoot squirrels. She wore a red felt cowboy hat meant for a kid much smaller than her, and it just perched on the very top of her head, the chin strap pulled tight to keep it in place.


Greta fought mean and dirty. She would challenge a kid to a bicycle race, and halfway through, his front wheel would come loose or his tire would go flat because of a tiny pebble jammed up inside the valve. During a fistfight (of which there had been many over the years), she would throw sand in her opponent’s face, or, if he was a boy, grab his privates and squeeze as hard as she could until he lay moaning and puking in the dirt, kicking like a bug stuck on its back.


There was also a rumor at school that she was a lesbo.


“Your play sucks shit!” Greta called down.


“I think we should kick her ass,” said Lizzy. She was perched on the roof of the car, waving her coat hanger hook through the air, wooden sword drawn. She had on black satin pants tucked into an old pair of her father’s motorcycle boots. They were way too big for her feet, so she wore them with lots of pairs of socks. She had a ruffled white shirt with a wide lapel and an old red velvet jacket that she’d sewn some gold trim to. On her head was the big splurge, an actual black pirate hat from the costume shop up in Burlington.


Peter shook his head. “We’ve gotta get to Clem’s birthday party anyway. We’ll round up everyone tomorrow and have a real rehearsal.” He jumped off the stage and started to walk down the path to Rhonda’s house.


“You’re not gonna do anything?” Lizzy asked when the girls caught up with him.


“What, you mean to Greta?” Peter asked.


“Well, yeah! She just ruined our first rehearsal,” Lizzy said.


“What am I supposed to do, climb the tree and drag her down?”


“Something like that,” Lizzy said. “I’ll let her have it with my hook!” She waved her coat hanger hook through the air menacingly.


“Nah,” said Peter. “The best thing we can do is ignore her. She just wants attention.”


Lizzy leaned into Rhonda and said, “Maybe she’s harassing us ’cause she’s got a crush on you!”


“No,” Rhonda said. “It’s you she wants. She must have heard you singing ‘Achy Breaky Heart’ and fell head over heels!”


They both cackled.


“But you know I was singing for you, Wendy,” Lizzy said.


“Oh Captain Hook,” Rhonda swooned, “you’re so romantic.” She grabbed Lizzy’s hand and coat hanger hook, dancing a few steps until the hook came off in her hands, which prompted Lizzy to sing a few lines of the old Patsy Cline song “I Fall to Pieces” in her booming pirate voice. She finished with a high kick, and one of her huge motorcycle boots went flying off, crashing through a stand of striped maple. Both girls convulsed with laughter again.


“Would you guys grow up?” said Peter, glancing back over his shoulder at the figure high up in the tree.




THE GRILL WAS crammed with burgers and hot dogs, and the picnic table was laid out with potato and pasta salads and a sheet cake that said HAPPY BIRTHDAY CLEM in Justine’s careful script. There were two bowls of punch, one of them for the kids, and the other one was having another cup of dark rum added by Aggie, who insisted it was still too weak.


Some of the men who worked at the mill were there with their wives, talking about pulp wood prices and the Red Sox and whatever else it was men talked about. Rhonda was only half-listening. She was watching Peter sneak three cups of rum punch.


“I don’t want any,” Lizzy said when he handed her a paper cup.


“Oh, come on! What kind of a pirate are you?”


She accepted the cup, as did Rhonda. The girls took tentative sips. Peter took a long gulp. “Ahhh!” he said. “Shiver me timbers, that’s good. It’ll put hair on your chest, me mateys!” He left the girls and went sidling up to where Daniel stood talking with a group of men from the mill. Daniel put a hand on Peter’s head and Peter laughed at some dumb joke about the president, which Rhonda only half-heard.


“Do you think Wendy’s in love with Peter Pan?” Lizzy asked.


“What?”


“I mean it’s pretty obvious, isn’t it? She loves him, but he doesn’t love her back.”


Rhonda took a big sip of punch. “I think he loves her back. He just doesn’t know it.”


Lizzy shook her head. “Stupid! It’s not like they’re going to end up together. To get married and everything. It’s impossible.”


Rhonda took a long sip of punch, reached into the pocket of her white Wendy nightgown, and touched the photograph of her father and Aggie that she carried to rehearsal every day. She wanted to show Peter and ask him what it meant. Ask him if it was possible that her father and his mother were once married. But she could never bring herself to do it.


As she let the rum seep into her, she knew what she had to do. It wasn’t Peter who’d have the answers. It was her father. She’d simply show him the photo and ask for an explanation. And today, she decided, was as good a day as any. She finished her punch in two big glugs, left Lizzy, and ran off into the house. She’d seen Clem head inside just minutes before. She went straight to her room and pulled the Hunley drawing from its hiding place in the suitcase under her bed. Her mother had taken her to the art store in St. Johnsbury and paid to have it professionally matted and framed. Rhonda had wrapped it in blue paper with silver stars. She tucked the drawing under her arm and went searching for her father. He was not in the kitchen or the living room. She turned left and went down the hall to his study. The door was open a crack and she pushed it the rest of the way, holding out the present in front of her while she yelled, “Happy birthday!”


And there was her father, kissing Aggie, their arms moving over each other like they were one giant pulsating octopus.




SHE DIDN’T KNOW where she was going. She was running through the woods in her white Wendy nightgown and bare feet. She’d dropped the drawing on the study floor and heard the glass crack like a gunshot before she turned and ran out. She raced through the party, past Peter and Lizzy and her mother, who was putting out more clam dip. She felt like she was underwater. Sounds didn’t reach her the way they should. The landscape was blurry and strange. Even her feet weren’t listening to what her head told them to do. She stumbled, ran into the trees. But on she went until the path led her to Martin Cemetery; then she slowed to a walk. Her feet were cut from sharp rocks. Her lungs wheezed. She walked beside the cast-iron fence and found the opening. She hadn’t been yet this year. She made her way to the back of the cemetery, to her favorite stone: a simple square marker that said only: HATTIE, DIED DECEMBER 12, 1896, AGED 7. Rhonda collapsed in front of the marker, over the place where she believed Hattie to be, and let herself cry. She was facedown, letting her tears soak into the grass.


Her father was still in love with Aggie. He was secretly married to her. Maybe, just maybe, her mother and father weren’t really married at all. There were no wedding photos. No proof. And if her parents weren’t really married, what were they? And where did that leave her?


Suddenly, she felt a hand on her shoulder. Had her father followed her to explain, to make up some lie that was supposed to make her feel better when she’d just seen the truth with her own eyes?


“Go away,” she said, not looking up.


“What happened?” The voice was not her father’s. It was Peter’s.


Rhonda kept her face against the ground, wondering what to tell him.


“You tore out of there like someone was trying to kill you,” he said.


Rhonda sat up, still not daring to look at Peter. If she looked, he might be able to see it in her face; he’d somehow know what she’d seen.


“Ronnie, talk to me,” he said.


But what could she say? I just saw your mom making out with my dad? The very thought of it made her feel guilty, like it was her fault somehow.


Rhonda cleared her throat. “I wonder how she died.”


“What? Who?”


“Hattie,” Rhonda said, running her fingers over the name on the marker. “She was seven years old.”


“I don’t know,” Peter said. “It could have been anything, I guess. Back then, you died if you, like, stubbed your toe.”


“It’s just really sad,” Rhonda said, and she began to cry again. Peter turned her to face him and held her, stroking her hair.



“Shhh. It’s okay. You know what I think?” he asked. “I think I shouldn’t have given you that rum punch. It made things all topsy-turvy.”


“I guess,” Rhonda said.


“Come here,” he said, lifting her chin. And then he kissed her. A gentle, dry kiss on the forehead. Then another, just as gentle, on her lips.


“You know you’re my girl, right?” he asked quietly. She nodded. She hadn’t known that she knew—but she knew. She felt very still inside. She reached up and touched the crown of leaves he was still wearing. And then, over his shoulder, she saw it: Lizzy crouched behind a tombstone, watching them. Feeling suddenly guilty and caught, Rhonda pulled away from Peter and said they’d better get back to the party.












JUNE 14 & 15, 2006





THE WROUGHT-IRON FENCE that surrounded Martin Cemetery was rusted and leaning. The front gate hung open and was guarded on either side by two gnarled hydrangea bushes still covered with the crispy brown bunches of last year’s flowers. Out-of-control lilacs lined the front of the cemetery. Rhonda drove her car up into the little pull-off in front of the gate and looked at the drawing in Warren’s hand. Rabbit Island.


“This is it! I’m sure of it. Look at the neat rows of stones. The way the black fence goes all the way around. And it’s the perfect place to bring a kid. It’s isolated, but not far from the school. No one ever comes by here. And even if they did, you can’t see through the bushes.” Rhonda bounded out of the car and through the gate, Warren behind her, clutching the drawing like a treasure map.


The air was thick with the sweet, heady scent of lilacs. Crickets sang. The grass needed to be cut and was full of red clover. Bees flew drunkenly from flower to flower, filling the cemetery with the sound of their low, droning buzz.


“Damn,” he said. “You’re right. Look at these hills in the background. And that row of pines there. This is definitely the place! So what now?”


“We look around, I guess.”


“For what?”


“A clue. Evidence. I don’t know, something to go to Crowley with.”


Warren headed off across the cemetery, Ernie’s drawing in hand. Rhonda stood for a minute, scanning the landscape, squinting, trying to imagine she was a little girl who’d just landed her sub on Rabbit Island.


The stones were old, the most recent of them was from the 1930s. Carved on the headstones were weeping willows, angels, skeletal-looking faces with wings. Some of the stones had eroded to the point of being illegible. Some leaned to one side, or lay flat on their backs—tipped over by time, or maybe kicked over by bored teenagers drunk on warm beer. Rhonda hadn’t visited Martin Cemetery since she was a kid. Now, as she had back then, she began by searching for her favorite stone, the one tucked in at the northwest corner, the small marker that said HATTIE, DIED DECEMBER 12, 1896, AGED 7. She made her way across the cemetery and had the tiny monument in sight when something caught her eye: a little glimmer in the too-tall grass. Cigarette foil? Aluminum can?


No. She reached it and looked down, unable to quite believe what she was seeing. It was a key ring with a bottle opener and a white rabbit’s foot, which was missing fur in places—worn down, Rhonda imagined, by Peter trying to increase his luck.


She scooped the keys up, stuck them in her bag, heart thudding.


“Hey, there’s a path back there,” Warren called. He was jogging toward her, weaving in and out of the old gravestones. She closed up her bag, pulled it against her side protectively. She knew she wouldn’t tell Warren. If she did, he’d insist they go to Crowley. And wasn’t that the right thing to do? Wasn’t this evidence? How far was she willing to go to protect Peter?


She remembered the long-ago kiss in the cemetery, in that same exact spot.


You know you’re my girl.


“Yeah,” she told Warren. “I used to follow that path to get here.”


“Where does it go?” He was right in front of her now, his forehead beaded with sweat, his eyes lit up, like an excited little boy.


“Through the woods a ways. It goes by Peter’s mom’s house, our old stage, my parents. If you turn off, it takes you down to the lake. That’s how we used to get down to our swimming spot at Loon’s Cove.”


“People must still use it,” Warren said. “It’s been kept clear.”


“Kids, probably.” She was kneeling in front of the little marker now, still clutching the bag to her side. Or rabbits.


“That’s sad,” Warren said, pointing down. “Seven years old. What do you suppose happened to her?”


“Could have been anything,” Rhonda heard herself say. “People died of any little thing in those days—children especially.”


“Cemeteries are so intriguing,” he said. “Each stone its own little mystery, right?”


“I used to come here all the time when I was a kid,” Rhonda confessed. “I’d sit right here, over Hattie, and try to make sense of the world.” But that was in another time, when I was Wendy and Peter was a boy dressed in a suit of leaves, who promised never to grow old, not a suspect in the kidnapping of a child.


“I can picture it now,” Warren said. “The young philosopher.” There was that grin. He stepped forward and Rhonda didn’t retreat. Instead, she reached out her hand and he took it.



“I wish I could have met you as a little girl,” Warren said, giving her hand a barely perceptible squeeze.


Rhonda laughed. It may well have been the nicest thing any guy had ever said to her.


“No. I was such a weird kid. And I had this god-awful retainer that made me sound like a drunk gopher.”


Warren laughed. “Just my kind of girl,” he told her.


They walked out of the cemetery hand in hand. And for those few brief and wonderfully luscious moments, she forgot all about Peter. All about the key ring in her purse that spoke of terrible possibilities. There was only the comfort of Warren beside her, and for the first time in months, years maybe even, Rhonda felt light and floaty, like if she took a step forward, she might just leave the ground.




THAT NIGHT, RHONDA dreamed of submarines. She was in a small spherical submarine, operated by hand cranks. She was propelling herself through the water, toward another submarine she saw in the distance. When she got close enough, she could make out Ernestine Florucci and the rabbit in the other long, narrow sub—the Hunley. She worked the cranks madly. At last, she pulled up alongside. A third face peered out at her through a porthole—it was Lizzy, her long-lost twin. Lizzy at eleven, the year she lost her voice. She was dressed in her Captain Hook costume, and through the porthole, Rhonda could see the coat hanger sticking out of the end of her sleeve.


Rhonda chased them through the sea, but couldn’t keep up. Her arms turned to rubber. The candle in her tiny submarine flickered, showing her oxygen was running out. But she couldn’t remember what she needed to do to surface. She yanked levers, struck buttons, but just kept sinking. The candle went out and through the portholes was nothing but black.





“WHAT DO YOU think it means?” Rhonda whispered into the phone. It was seven in the morning, and she had rolled over in bed and called Warren on his cell phone.


“I don’t know. But I think you should listen to your dream. Study it. Write it down. Draw it. You’re an artist. Make a picture showing what happened.”


“And this is going to help how exactly?”


“Maybe it’ll take you deeper,” Warren said.


“Deeper where?”


“Down the rabbit hole,” he said.












JUNE 16, 1993





THEY WERE ON the wooden stage. Peter was leading Rhonda and the O’Shea boys out the window of the bedroom, yelling at the boys to Speak up, damn it! and sprinkling fairy dust on them, which was actually gold glitter. The kids from the lake were not around (much to Peter’s frustration), so they went over the nursery scenes again and again while they waited for the lost boys, pirates, and Indians to wander in, no doubt to be reprimanded for choosing boating with their families over Peter Pan.


Lizzy was on a nearby stump, holding a mirror while she practiced her pirate scowl and drew on a thin, curling mustache with one of Aggie’s eyebrow pencils.


Before rehearsal, Rhonda had found Lizzy in her room, hanging upside down from the bar in her pirate costume. Her hat was lying on the ground beneath her. Lizzy had barely spoken to her since the day she spied on Rhonda and Peter in the cemetery.



“Away with you, lass, or I’ll take an eye out with me hook!” Lizzy threatened.


“Are you mad at me or something?” Rhonda asked.


“And why would I be mad at you, Miss Wendy Darling?”


“I don’t know. About me and Peter?”


Lizzy reached up with the hand that didn’t have the hook, grabbed hold of the bar, and unhooked her legs, dropping to the floor. Her huge boots made a loud thump when she hit the ground.


“Ah, Pan,” Lizzy said through gritted teeth. “One day, he’ll get his. I’ll smite him. You mark my words, my wee lass!” She reached down and got her hat off the floor, carefully placing it on her head, then stopping to eye herself in the mirror on her closet door. She gave herself her best pirate sneer.


“Do you like it?” she said to Ronnie, in her own voice now.


“I’ve been practicing.”


Rhonda nodded. “It’s good. Very piratey.”


“It’s still missing something,” Lizzy said. “I think what I need is a mustache.”


Rhonda followed Lizzy down the hall to her parents’ bedroom, where she rummaged through Aggie’s makeup on the dressing table until she found an eyebrow pencil. She also took a gold hoop earring.


“Wanna see something?” Lizzy asked, once she’d put the earring in her left ear. She reached into the pocket of her pants and pulled out a little drawstring bag. She opened it up and pulled out a stack of coins. Silver dollars. About ten of them.


“Where’d you get those?” Rhonda asked.


“They’re my pirate treasure,” Lizzy explained. “Look how shiny they are. I polished them with toothpaste. It’s just as good as silver polish.” She spat on a coin, shined it up on the sleeve of her jacket, then returned it and the others to the pouch. Then she was off, wooden sword drawn as she raced out of the house and into the woods, shouting lines to the trees in her pirate voice—“Make them walk the plank! Aye, matey!” Rhonda followed silently behind.




PETER, RHONDA, AND the O’Sheas were just about to jump off the stage and start flying when the arrow hit.


It was a huge wooden dowel, three feet long, and at the tip was a ball of flames made from gauze soaked in lighter fluid. It hurtled through the air from above, missed Malcolm O’Shea’s head by a few inches, and landed on one of the fold-up cots they were using for the children’s beds. Both the O’Sheas hit the floor, screaming. Rhonda, who had been perched in the window frame, ready to jump, froze, desperately trying to comprehend what had happened.


“Holy Christ!” Peter yelled. He rushed to the flaming cot and began flailing at it with his wooden sword. The sword itself caught fire. He waved it through the air, which only fanned the flames. At last, he threw it to the ground and stamped on it, the O’Sheas up and screaming, “Do something! Do something!”


The sword was extinguished, but the flames were spreading cheerfully along the cot. Peter yelled, “Get water!” and the O’Shea boys took off like lightning. Lizzy, who had dropped the mirror, the eyebrow pencil, and even her hook, in the dirt in all the excitement, led the red-headed boys through the woods, shouting, “Water, mateys! The ship’s burning!” The O’Sheas seemed relieved to be sent a safe distance away should any more flaming arrows come from the sky.


Rhonda jumped out of the window at last, grabbed a wool blanket from the other cot, and threw it on top of the fire. The smoke was black and thick, and Rhonda and Peter choked on it, but the flames stopped. Billows of dark smoke filled the stage. It smelled of smoldering wool, like a singed animal.



Peter walked to the edge of the stage, waved his blackened sword at the tree tops in the most threatening gesture he could manage.


“Greta!” he bellowed, his eyes red and watering. “Show yourself!”


They heard a cackling from a nearby white pine. Rhonda squinted up through the thick cover of pine needles and saw a flash of red.


“Greta Clark, get your chickenshit ass down here!” Peter yelled.


“Come get me!” she taunted.


Peter tucked the sword into his belt, jumped down from the stage, and ran to the tree. He hoisted himself up on one of the bottom branches and began to climb.


“You could have burned down the damn stage! The whole forest could have caught fire!” he yelled up as he climbed.


“Better luck next time!” she called down. Greta began to climb too, making her way up toward the top, slowly and surely, with Peter scrambling beneath her.


“You’re sick!” shouted Peter.


“And you’re the worst actor I’ve ever seen!”


Peter paused a minute to catch his breath and plan the rest of his route up.


“And I suppose you could do so much better!” he shouted up at her. “What with your mom being a Hollywood movie star and all!” He was nearly to her first perch now, but she was all the way at the top, swaying as she clung to the thin peak.


“As a matter of fact, I can. I could act circles around you.”


Lizzy and the O’Sheas came running into the clearing then, carrying buckets of water and squirt guns. They stopped at the base of the stage and looked up into the tree, to the same spot Rhonda was squinting at.


“So why don’t you prove it then?” he asked. “Be in our play.” Peter was just below Greta now, and the top of the tree bent and swayed with their weight. Greta was quiet for a moment, perhaps securing her grip.


“Peter!” Lizzy screamed up. “What are you doing?”


“Yeah, she can’t be in our play. She just tried to kill us,” said Malcolm, running his hand through his hair, checking to see if it had been singed by the arrow.


Rhonda just held her breath, wondering what might happen next.


“Why would I want to be in your sucky play?” Greta asked.


“To prove what a great actress you are! To rub it in our faces. You could be one of the Indians. God knows you can shoot an arrow okay.”


Greta frowned and looked through the branches at Peter. “I don’t want to be a dumb Indian!”


“What do you want to be?” asked Peter.


“I want to be able to kill someone!”


“But no one gets killed in our play. Only Hook at the end. He gets eaten by the crocodile.”


Greta thought for a moment, reaching up to adjust the small hat on her head. She wore her bow slung with the string across her chest and ran the fingers of her free hand down from her hat to the string, plucking at it like an instrument.


“Then I’ll be the crocodile!” she called out.


And that was that.


They climbed down from the tree, as the O’Sheas dumped water on the still smoldering cot, and they went back to rehearsing. Peter told Greta she had to make her own costume and she agreed, seemed eager even. She practiced being the crocodile, crawling around on her belly, circling the stage.


“I was thinking that maybe you hide in here,” Peter explained, showing her the trap door, and Greta Clark practiced crawling up through the trap door. She snapped her jaws at Lizzy, who sneered her best Captain Hook sneer, but Rhonda thought Lizzy couldn’t help looking a little afraid.


“Another thing,” explained Peter. “The crocodile swallowed a clock and so when we see you, you have to call out ‘Tick tock, tick tock, tick tock.’”


Greta nodded and from then on, she practiced all day. In fact, she seemed to take her role quite seriously.


“Tick tock!” she called out when she left to go home for lunch.


“Tick tock!” she hollered an hour later, as she walked back through the woods, snapping her arms like jaws, like she was warning of her approach. Like maybe, Rhonda thought, you always needed to be on guard for Greta Clark, for the tick and tock, and she was giving you a fair chance.












JUNE 15, 2006





THE STORY WENT something like this: There was once a woman named Queenie Benette, who gave her sweetheart, George Dixon, a twenty-dollar gold piece for luck. George Dixon would one day become captain of the Hunley. Before that, on April 6, 1862, he was shot in the leg at the Battle of Shiloh. He happened to have the gold piece in his pocket, and the bullet struck the coin, saving his leg (and possibly—so the story goes—his life). The bullet left its impression in the gold. Lieutenant Dixon carried that gold piece with him for the rest of the war, a good luck charm. If the story was true, Dixon had the coin in his pocket the day his luck ran out, and the Hunley went down.


Clem had always loved this story and even now, as he told it to Rhonda for what was easily the hundredth time, there was a glint in his eye. Justine sat beside Rhonda on the couch, absorbed in her crossword puzzle. Clem was pacing around the living room, gesturing with his coffee cup as he spoke. The bagels Rhonda brought over were on the kitchen table along with cream cheese, jam, and peanut butter.


“Everyone has something like that gold coin, some little piece of protection, some tiny thing with the potential to save them, whether they know about it or not,” Clem said.


Rhonda sat, sipping coffee, half-listening, gazing down at the framed Hunley pictures she’d done for him years ago, in a whole other lifetime. What Rhonda was most interested in, what she had driven all the way to her parents for, was to reacquaint herself with the mechanics of the submarine: how the cranks worked to turn the propeller, how water was taken in, then expelled to make the craft rise and fall. She needed these details to work into her new drawing. She wanted to make sure the rabbit had all the right switches and gears.


It felt good to have something to focus on other than Ernie’s kidnapping. Tock had been right: it wasn’t Rhonda’s job to go poking around in other people’s lives like some stout, bumbling version of Nancy Drew. She was a witness, that was all—in the wrong place at the wrong time. Or maybe the right place at the right time—despite what Trudy said, without Rhonda, no one would even know about the rabbit taking Ernie.


So Rhonda decided to take Warren’s advice and spend the day working on a drawing of a scene from her dream—poking into nothing but her own subconscious. She was excited at the thought of drawing again. It had been her great love throughout childhood, and as she grew older, she let it go, using her skills only when they were required, like for the biology classes. She’d been so busy with school and her work study job as a lab assistant (which was really little more than a glorified cleaning job) that she had time for little else. Drawing for the sake of drawing felt indulgent, and to give herself a whole day for it—decadent.


Gazing down, Rhonda saw that the one thing she hadn’t put in her father’s Hunley drawing, the thing she’d carefully left out, was any emotion. The faces of the soldiers were blank—they were like mannequins or robots; more like machines than men—no sense of danger, fear, or imminent death in their expressions.


And what must it have been like the last moments aboard the Hunley, trapped in an iron coffin, the smell of sweat making the thin air seem heavy? Rhonda stared at the faces of the soldiers, searching them for any trace of a sense of what was to come—for just the faintest hint of fear or sorrow.


The Hunley, she knew from her father’s daily lectures, was finally found in the waters of Charleston Harbor on May 4, 1995. Dives showed that it appeared to be intact. It took five years of planning and preparation, of discussion and debate, but on August 8, 2000, the Hunley was raised—pulled out on straps with a crane and carried to land. It was placed in a tank of cold water to keep it preserved. Over the months that followed, the submarine was opened and the sand and silt sifted through. Clem checked the Internet every day, sometimes several times a day—a man truly obsessed, not wanting to miss a single detail. He told Rhonda each time something new was found: a wallet, a canteen, a sewing kit, buttons, a tobacco pipe. But what Clem and Rhonda were waiting for, what they both held their breath in anticipation of, each day, was the bodies. Eventually, they would find the remains of those men. And they did.


At first, it was just three ribs. Then leg bones. Skulls. Bone by bone, scientists discovered the bodies of the crewmen. The placement of the remains suggested that the crew remained in their stations right up until the end. Turning the hand cranks, pumping away as they sank. Right up until the end, Rhonda thought as she studied the drawing she’d done when she was ten. Then she looked up at her father and wondered what the one thing that could save her might be.


On May 21, 2001, the remains of the captain of the Hunley, Lieutenant George Dixon, were found at the front of the sub. He too had stayed in his place, held his position until the very end.


On May 25, 2001, Dixon’s legendary gold coin was found inside the sub, the dent from the bullet clear. One side of the coin had been sanded down and given a scratched-on inscription in Lieutenant Dixon’s cursive: Shiloh April 6, 1862 My life preserver.


Clem had tears in his eyes the day they found the coin. The day he learned the story was true. My life preserver, scratched into a piece of gold carried in Dixon’s pocket the night he drowned. It made Rhonda think of how you could hold off the inevitable with dumb luck and good timing, but in the end, when your time came, it came. The submarine would sink. The rabbit would snatch you. Whatever happened, you’d go down, life preserver or not.




JUSTINE’S SWEAT SUIT today was pastel blue.


Rhonda had inherited her mother’s straight brown hair, her plump face and body. When Rhonda looked at her mother, she thought to herself, This is how I will look in thirty years, and the thought somehow comforted her. Justine at fifty-six, Rhonda thought, was pretty in a frumpy, housewife kind of way. She wore her shoulder-length hair cut in a pageboy. She had it colored to cover the gray. The lines on her face had grown deeper over the years, but were the same lines that had always been there: the wrinkles around her eyes that showed when she smiled and the ones around her mouth that showed when she didn’t. She was ten years older than Clem but looked younger than he.


“I need a six-letter word for deceive,” Justine said, not looking up from the puzzle on her lap. She put the end of the pencil in her mouth, nibbled on the eraser.


“Mislead,” said Rhonda.



“That’s seven letters, dear.”


“Delude,” said Clem, not looking up from his own puzzle.


“That’s it!” cried out Justine. “That’s the one. Thank you, sweetie.” She began penciling busily.


“I’m going to go look for the photo albums,” Rhonda announced. She’d told them she was working on a new drawing and wanted some old photos to work from.


“I think they’re mostly in our bedroom closet,” Justine said.


“I might have moved them,” Clem told her.


“I’ll go check,” Rhonda offered.


Past the closed door to her old bedroom, now used only for storage and the rare overnight guest, and into Clem and Justine’s room, Rhonda made her way to the large closet and pulled back the folding slatted door. The left side was her father’s, the right, her mother’s. Marriage is full of such cut-and-dry arrangements, Rhonda thought, then felt that small ache she sometimes got at the back of her skull—the one that told her she might be alone forever, not a fate that she chose but rather a fate that seemed to have been chosen for her. Then she thought of Warren, of holding hands in the cemetery. Dare she even hope that this might go somewhere? Did she really want it to?


She found the leaning stack of photo albums on the shelf above her father’s Civil War costumes, which were hung in plastic bags from the dry cleaners.


“Found ’em!” she hollered over her shoulder, not realizing Clem was right behind her. He helped her get them down. They were mostly bound in cracked and stained fake leather with Family Photographs and Memories embossed in curly gold script.


“What is it you’re looking for?” Clem asked as he helped her carry the albums down the hall and into the kitchen, where there was better light.


“Pictures of Lizzy, mostly.”


Clem smiled weakly. His already ashen face lost whatever hint of color it may have had. Her father, Rhonda thought, looked terribly old.


He was still tall and trim, his hair gone to a distinguished salt-and-pepper. But his breath had a whistling rasp to it and he coughed often. Smoker’s cough. The hollow hack of a man twenty years older.


Over the years, both Justine and Rhonda had begged him to give up cigarettes. He tried a few times, half-hearted attempts, really just to placate his wife and daughter. But he would end up sneaking cigarettes in the garage, at work—making up lies for reasons to duck outside for a smoke. He took the trash out twice a day, went to the store for milk when there was still half a quart left. He was fooling no one. Just going through the motions.


“Why the interest in Lizzy all of a sudden?” he asked.


“I had a dream about her. A friend suggested I do a drawing of it,” she explained.


Clem nodded grimly.


Rhonda decided they should get it over with quickly, close the books back up and tuck them away in the closet, laying the past to rest again, all but forgotten, gathering dust on a shelf. She carried them out to the kitchen table, where her father settled into the chair next to her.


“Did you ever reschedule that interview at the science center?” he asked.


She shook her head.


“Have you sent out any more résumés?”


“Uh, no,” she admitted. “This Ernie thing has been taking all my time.”


“But you’re not exactly getting paid for it,” he reminded her. And she knew he was right. What little money she had in savings was quickly dwindling, and those student loan bills would start arriving soon. But she couldn’t think about that now. She put it out of her head and opened the first photo album.



The first photo album starred Rhonda—Rhonda as a scrunchy-faced infant, Rhonda in Clem’s arms, Rhonda in her high chair, covered with grape jelly, grinning. Toward the end of the album, around the time the photos began to feature Rhonda on her own two feet—Rhonda picking a dandelion, Rhonda with arms outstretched to a blurry Clem—Daniel, Aggie, Peter, and Lizzy started appearing in the pictures. There were photos of them all celebrating the Fourth of July, with Peter wearing a cardboard party hat, blowing out a cake with four candles. They were all there at Rhonda’s first and second birthdays, and there were two cakes, one for her, one for Lizzy. There were no pictures in the album of her parents before Rhonda came along. No photos of their quiet wedding performed by a justice of the peace. Of their honeymoon trip to Pennsylvania Dutch Country. It was like their real life started once the baby was born.


In later albums, there were pictures of Lizzy, Rhonda, and Daniel in the teacups at Disney World, the two girls looking impossibly small, wearing Mickey Mouse ears with their names stitched across the front in red cursive; all three kids meeting Davey Crockett at Wild West World—Peter, who looked to be about eleven, wearing a matching coonskin cap. The Farrs and the Shales spent nearly every holiday together, like one big extended family: here was a picture of everyone but Justine, surrounding a monstrously huge Thanksgiving turkey, and another of them sitting in a sea of festive crumpled paper and ribbons on Christmas morning. Justine was the photographer of the family, so she was in few of the photos. Clem hated pictures—hated taking them and having them taken—so there were many shots of him turning away: a blurred profile, a raised arm, a fuzzy, unidentifiable ghost of a man.




RHONDA OPENED ANOTHER album, thumbed through the plastic-covered pages, traveling forward in time, and found the pictures her mother had taken the last night they performed Peter Pan. There was a shot of all of them lined up in their costumes, holding hands, taking bows. There was Daniel carrying Lizzy in her Captain Hook costume high up on his shoulders. Daniel sword-fighting with Peter after the play. Daniel and Clem standing together drinking beer. Daniel dancing with Laura Lee Clark, who wore a slinky sequined gown. Rhonda searched the photos, searched Daniel’s face for a sign of his leaving, of his having had enough somehow. All she noticed that was different on Daniel’s face was his lack of mustache. He was clean-shaven that night, a sign, maybe, that he was ready for a change.


He chose some other life, Rhonda thought as she ran a finger over his smooth face. And then Lizzy, her secret twin, Captain Hook, stopped speaking, and eventually joined her father, leaving for school one morning never to return.


These are the choices people make, Rhonda thought, trying to convince herself such a simple explanation could account for such loss.


“God,” Rhonda said, pointing to the photo of Daniel and Laura Lee, “look how dressed up she is! Like she was going to the Oscars or something.” Then her eye was drawn to something else: “Check it out, Dad—he’s got his hand on her ass!”


Clem nodded. “I think Daniel’s hand was quite familiar with Laura Lee’s derriere.”


“Were they sleeping together?”


Clem nodded again. “It wasn’t exactly a secret. Actually, Aggie always thought Laura Lee had something to do with what happened to Daniel.”


“What do you mean?”


“Like maybe Laura Lee was pressuring him. Maybe she told him she was pregnant. Of course, Aggie had all kinds of…theories.”


“Jesus, I had no idea,” Rhonda said.



She flipped backward again and came across a photo she hadn’t remembered. She and Lizzy wearing matching powder-blue windbreakers. They had their arms around each other and were standing in front of Lizzy and Peter’s house. She and Lizzy must have been about nine or ten. It was fall—there was a pile of freshly raked leaves behind them. They had the same haircuts, same face shape, they were even dressed like twins. Twins in rumpled clothes. Plump, scarecrow girls with big, haunted eyes. They held on to each other tightly, like their young lives depended on it. They were smiling, but it seemed a forced smile, a give a big smile for the camera, stop looking so sullen and say cheese kind of smile. She wondered who took the picture—Aggie, Daniel? Through her own smile, she saw a glint of metal that must have been her retainer.


She let her fingers touch her lost friend’s face.


“Can I keep this one?” Rhonda asked her father.


“Take the whole album, Ronnie. Your mother and I don’t look at them much anymore. In fact, I think I even have that old video of Peter Pan if you want it.”


Rhonda nodded. She’d forgotten there was a video. Clem shuffled back into the bedroom and returned in a few minutes, videotape in hand.


He looked relieved to see it all go; like if you took away the proof, you could imagine whatever you like—even erase Daniel and Lizzy from the landscape of their lives.


Could it be that easy?












JUNE 20, 1993





LAURA LEE HELPED Greta with her crocodile costume, and when she showed it to everyone at last, they were all quite impressed. Even Peter was pleased, and he was not one to give compliments easily.


“You’re some crocodile,” he acknowledged with a wide grin.


The costume was made from a series of cardboard boxes. The largest box was the torso, and it was where Greta hid inside and crawled around. Another long, narrow box made up the head, and a series of boxes attached to each other with string going from largest to smallest made up the tail. The crocodile’s feet were made from four small boxes stapled to the body. The whole thing was painted bright green, and covered (everyone figured this must have been Laura Lee’s touch) with silver foil scales. The narrow box up front had round egg-carton eyes and a painted-on toothy grin that sparkled in the light (the teeth were made from glued-on tin foil also). Greta navigated through a small slit cut in the front of the body, just above the head.


“Tick tock, tick tock, tick tock!” she cried out, her voice muffled as she clambered her way around the stage, chasing Lizzy, cardboard tail dragging, foil scales and teeth gleaming.


Even out of costume, she chased Lizzy. Greta took great delight in sneaking up on poor unsuspecting Captain Hook during breaks, or popping out from behind a tree first thing in the morning.


“Tick tock!” she snarled, snapping her arms menacingly as Lizzy jumped back.


“See,” Rhonda whispered when the others were out of earshot.


“I told you she had a crush on you.”


This got Rhonda a strong thump on the shoulder from Lizzy’s hook, which got caught in her nightgown, ripping it.


“Hey!” Rhonda shouted, fingering the rip. “I’m gonna make you sew this.” But Lizzy had walked away and was standing with the crocodile.




GRETA, AFTER PUTTING so much effort into the costume, was angry that she wasn’t in more scenes.


“Tick tock,” she snapped at Peter. “Shouldn’t the crocodile be there during the war with the lost boys, pirates, and Indians?”


“I don’t know, Tock. I guess I could stick you in here and there.”


Greta smiled to show she was pleased with both the plan to put her in more scenes and the new nickname.


She sat lurking at the edge of the action in nearly every scene, making her clock sounds, watching, just like she had done from the trees, only this time she had a front row seat. She was a part of things.





RHONDA HAD BEEN studiously avoiding her father, using the play as an excuse to be away from home as much as possible. She would run in for meals, let her mother heap tuna sandwiches or pork chops on her plate, while Rhonda sat in her white nightgown and told them little details about her day, like that Peter had let that awful Greta Clark join the play. But she couldn’t avoid her father forever.


“I think it’s time you and I had a talk,” he said to her after dinner, when her mother had cleared the table and was running water in the sink. Rhonda nodded. “Come into the office. You haven’t even seen where I hung your picture.”


So, reluctantly, Rhonda followed him into the office and saw her drawings, tucked behind the new sheet of glass, hanging on the wall beside her father’s desk.


“They’re beautiful drawings,” he told her. “I look at them all the time. You got every detail just right, right down to the buttons on the uniforms.”


Rhonda nodded.


“It’s the best birthday present I ever got.”


She nodded again.


“Ronnie, about what you saw…”


“It doesn’t matter,” Rhonda said, staring down at her sneakers.


“Of course it matters. And you deserve an explanation. I made a mistake. And you caught me. But it’s not a mistake I’m going to make again. Do you understand?”


“Not really,” Rhonda mumbled.


“What is it you don’t understand?”


“How you can be married to two people at once,” Rhonda said.


“I’m not. I’m married to your mother. And I’m going to stay married to her.”



“But you were married to Aggie.”


Clem reached into his shirt pocket and took out a cigarette.


“Yes,” he said. “I was once married to Aggie. A long time ago. Before I met your mother.”


“Does Mom know?”


“Of course.”


“Why didn’t you tell me?”


“I was waiting until you were old enough to understand. And now you are.”


But Rhonda didn’t understand. She didn’t understand how you could marry one person, then another. Once you got married, it was supposed to be forever. If she married Peter, she would make sure it lasted. But now, she wasn’t sure she could marry Peter, because, it dawned on her, the fact that his mother and her father had once been married might make them related after all. Her head spun. She had to get out of the office.


“I’m late for rehearsal,” she told her father.


“I didn’t think you rehearsed after supper,” her father said.


“Peter says the opening scene still isn’t right, so we’re going to work on it,” she lied.


Now it was her father’s turn to nod, and she left him there in his office, sitting in his swivel chair, staring into the eyes of the men on the submarine who were going down, whether they knew it or not.




AS RHONDA JOGGED out to the stage, she was sure she could smell a hint of cherry tobacco smoke in the air. There was a muffled rustling coming from beneath the trap door and she snuck up onto the stage, walking on tiptoes, yanking the door open quickly to surprise him. She surprised them both.


Peter was there in the hole along with Tock and was, Rhonda quickly saw, kissing the crocodile. So much for the lesbo rumors.



Tock’s hat had slid to the back of her head, the string holding it tight around her neck. Her BB gun was leaning against the dirt wall and beside it was Peter’s still smoldering pipe.


Peter pulled away from Tock, but she kept a hand on his shoulder as Rhonda looked down.


“We were working out some details about the play. About how the crocodile should enter,” Peter said. He seemed startled, but not particularly ashamed. He made no move to shake the girl’s hand from his shoulder. Tock just smiled.


Rhonda’s face burned, her hands ached from being clenched into fists so tightly, ached with the need to hit someone. But Rhonda was not a fighter. And she knew she didn’t stand a chance against sand-throwing, arrow-shooting Greta Clark and her BB gun. She wanted to hit Peter, but what if he kicked her out of the play? The idea that she couldn’t play Wendy scared her almost as much as the idea of losing Peter to Greta. So Rhonda let her hands fall open.


“Your mother and my father were married,” she said.


“I know,” Peter answered, like it was no big deal at all.


Tock laughed.


Rhonda reached down and grabbed the trap door, meaning to slam it, but instead closing it softly over their upturned faces.












JUNE 15, 2006





THAT IS ONE fucked-up picture.”


It was the first thing Peter said after a long silence. His brow was wrinkled, his eyes searching, straining as he squinted at the picture taped to the wall above Rhonda’s bed. It was the same way he’d studied those postcards from Lizzy years ago.


And there was Lizzy, his long-lost sister, looking back at him from Rhonda’s drawing. Lizzy at eleven. Lizzy the year of Peter Pan. The year she lost her voice. “That’s Ernestine Florucci with her,” Rhonda explained. “I only had the photo from the flyers to work with.”


“I knew who it was,” Peter said.


He pulled a pack of cigarettes from his T-shirt pocket and lit one, still squinting at the drawing like the images were off in the distance somewhere.


Rhonda had spent the entire afternoon on the drawing, an image from her submarine dream. As soon as she was finished, she called Peter. It felt important to her that he see it. She hadn’t imagined how he might respond to seeing a picture of his sister—if she’d thought it through, she would have realized she was running the risk of having him shut down. Lizzy was another topic never mentioned, not quite as taboo as Daniel, but close.


It had gotten to the point where Rhonda rarely let herself think of Lizzy. It was like shutting a valve somewhere—the Lizzy pipeline—a trick she’d learned from Peter. But now, here was her once-upon-a-time twin. Back again, the valve broken by that damn rabbit.


When Lizzy stopped talking after Daniel left, nobody took it very seriously at first. She was upset, naturally, and if she was reacting a little dramatically, well, she’d always been dramatic, hadn’t she? She’d talk when she was good and ready. Aggie herself was so distraught about Daniel, she barely seemed to notice Lizzy’s new silence. Eventually, though, there were doctors’ visits—a speech therapist, a psychiatrist, even a pediatric neurologist over at Dartmouth, who ruled out a physical cause and called it “elective mutism.” But the diagnosis was essentially the one the laypeople of Pike’s Crossing had already made: Lizzy would talk when she was good and ready.


Months went by, and then years, and she continued to choose muteness. Then one morning, two weeks after they’d started high school, Lizzy disappeared. Peter had offered her a ride to school, but she waved him on. He was the last one to see her, her book bag slung over her shoulder, as she made her way down Lake Street.


But the Lizzy in Rhonda’s drawing was from a time well before that. It was the Captain Hook Lizzy she’d put in the submarine, just as it had been in her dream. The Lizzy who hung from her closet for fifteen minutes each day, trying to make herself grow. The one whose voice was good and strong as she belted out crazy songs or threatened to make you walk the plank. The girl who wanted, more than anything, to grow up to be a Rockette.


The drawing was done in pencil first, then gone over in thin black pen lines. She used cross-hatching to shade the submarine, making it a few shades lighter than the dark sea. Rhonda had used a blotchy, swirling ink wash for the water, and filled the ocean with terrible, nightmare creatures whose features could barely be seen in the wild, writhing water. It was like one of those drawings she’d been given in school years ago—a landscape where you were supposed to find the hidden images: a wheelbarrow, a clock, a shovel, and a tea pot. Only in Rhonda’s ocean, monsters lurked. A giant squid, a toothy shark, a dragon with fins. And there were ghosts in the waves, horrible phantoms, their bodies lacking true form, only open-mouthed screaming faces.


Through the portholes of the submarine, the rabbit and two girls could be seen looking out into the dark sea. The rabbit, huge and looming with paws the size of the girls’ heads, stood at the front, working the controls. His eyes twinkled with mad fury as he urged the submarine on. The girls looked like they’d resigned themselves to fright, like they’d given up on being saved.


“So what’s it supposed to mean?” Peter asked, brushing hair back from his face, showing his scar, the mark that bound him to her, as he turned away from the drawing to look Rhonda in the eye.


Her heart rose up into her throat, filling it, rendering her unable to speak. She wanted so badly for Peter to understand the drawing. She half-hoped he would tell her what it meant. But he looked a little irritated about the whole thing, like it wasn’t worth him driving all the way into town for. She wondered what he would tell Tock about it. If he’d speak in patronizing tones—


Poor, crazy Rhonda. Rhonda and her fucked-up drawing. Rhonda who can’t let shit go. Poor thing.



“It’s just a drawing, Peter,” Rhonda managed to blurt out, her words crisp and defensive. “Just a picture.”


She wanted to remind him how he used to love her drawings. How he had once encouraged her artistic endeavors. When they were kids, he would pose for her, usually in one of his costumes. How well she knew his body then, each contour, each tiny imperfection. She filled sketchbooks with pictures of him. She could do entire pages of just his nose, trying to perfectly capture its gentle slope. Or his mouth—the thin lips, the slight gap between his two front teeth, which he could whistle through.


Afternoons when they’d go swimming at Loon’s Cove, Rhonda would connect the dots of the freckles on his back and shoulders, now untouchable to her, and tell him they were like constellations, then describe each picture she saw there. Sometimes it seemed his whole life was laid out there in the pictures on his back, and it was up to her to read it, to discern the meaning of each image like some early astronomer or a gypsy reading tea leaves at the bottom of a cup.


As he lowered himself down to sit on the edge of her bed, she wondered how so much could have changed, thought how unfamiliar his body seemed to her now. His stomach hung over his jeans, his shoulders slouched forward. When did he start to slouch? He had always stood up so straight, so defiant. He crushed out his cigarette in her glass ashtray like it was an effort.


He leaned back and laid himself down on her bed, his arms clasped behind his head. His faded black T-shirt was tucked into jeans with holes at the knees. He wore basketball sneakers, black canvas high-tops, the kind he’d worn all his life. It was like he’d worn the same outfit through boyhood and it was just now wearing thin at the edges, the fabric finally giving from years of growth.


Sometimes, like right then, as he lay on her bed, she imagined he was flirting with her—teasing her, reminding her of the power he still held over her. Some days, she flirted back in her own awkward way—allowing herself to touch his arm, laugh a little too loud at something he’d said, brush the hair away from his forehead and place a finger on his scar. But it always made her feel pathetic, second best.


“I’m glad you’re drawing again,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “It’s just a little weird, ya know? A strange choice of subject matter. Couldn’t you do a bowl of fruit or something?”


“Do you think it really looks like Lizzy? Did I get it right?” Rhonda asked, studying the drawing taped to her wall.


“You got it right. I knew just who it was.” Peter looked up at her as he spoke. There was such tenderness in his face. He looked so at ease, there on her bed. She let herself imagine, for an instant, that it was his bed too. That he was just getting into bed after a long day, into their bed where they slept night after night.


“Don’t you ever wonder about her?” Rhonda asked, letting herself look down at Peter’s face again. “Don’t you ever hope that maybe someday she’ll come back and explain everything?”


“What is there to explain?” Peter asked, shifting his weight, sounding a little exasperated.


“I don’t know…why she left, I guess. What she’s been doing with herself all these years. Maybe she’s married and has kids. You could be an uncle! Don’t you ever wonder what she does every day, what she sees each morning when she gets up?”


“Of course I wonder, but it’s her choice that we don’t know.”


Her choice. Rhonda thought about the different choices they had all made—how much conscious decision had gone into any of them?


“Doesn’t that seem unfair to you?” she asked him.


“Ronnie, a lot of things are unfair. What happened to Ernestine Florucci was unfair.” He looked up at the ceiling, breaking eye contact with her. “Lizzy wasn’t kidnapped by a rabbit though. We lost her, but not like that. That’s what I don’t get about the drawing.”



“Loss just feels like loss,” Rhonda said. “Maybe that’s what the drawing is supposed to be about. How easily one loss just blurs into the next.” She bit her lip, stared down at him—him, Peter, perhaps her greatest loss of all.


“Do you remember,” Rhonda asked, “how much Lizzy wanted to be a Rockette? How she was always practicing that high kick and doing all this crazy stuff so that she’d grow tall enough?”


Peter nodded.


“Maybe she’s a dancer?” Rhonda said.


“Ronnie, I don’t think any of us grew up to live the life we dreamed we’d be living. Did we?”


Rhonda thought a moment. “Tock did,” she said.


“And what was it Tock wanted?” Peter asked, shaking his head.


“You,” Rhonda said. “She wanted to grow up and be with you.”


Their eyes met and Peter took in a breath like he was going to say something, but instead, he held it. Rhonda looked away.


“Tock’s really pissed at you, you know?” Peter said finally.


“She’s overreacting, Peter, can’t you see that? I didn’t set out to traumatize Suzy. She’s a smart kid, it’s not like she hasn’t noticed what’s going on. Jesus, it’s probably good for her to talk about it.”


“And what were you doing at Laura Lee’s?” he asked.


“Just visiting,” she said.


“Right.” Peter narrowed his eyes.


“Anyway,” Rhonda said, desperate to change the subject, “what have you been up to? Are you working?”


“I’ve been fixing up my mom’s place. We’ve decided to put it on the market.”


“You are not!”


“It’s not like Mom’s ever going to use it again. And Tock and I have our house. Seems a shame to have a perfectly good house just sitting vacant. Besides, the taxes are killing us, and we could use some cash.” Rhonda nodded. “Speaking of cash, have you done anything about a job yet?”


“God, you sound like my father!” Rhonda moaned.


“Maybe he’s got a point,” Peter said.


“Yeah, I know. He’s right. You’re both right…” Rhonda trailed off. “Peter, can I ask you something?”


“What?”


“Why did you decide to take the day off to go hiking? You know, the day Ernie was kidnapped?”


Peter blew out an exasperated breath. “I don’t know, Ronnie. I guess I figured I needed some alone time. So I packed some trail mix, put on my hiking boots, and headed for Gunner’s Ridge. What’s the big deal?”


Rhonda bit her lip. “I thought you said you were at Sawyer’s Pond. When Tock and Suzy went to find you, your truck wasn’t at the trailhead by Gunner’s Ridge.”


“What I meant was,” Peter said, sounding more than a little flustered, “I headed for Gunner’s Ridge, then decided at the last minute to do something different. Christ, can’t a guy be spontaneous?”


What, Rhonda wondered, would Peter say if she asked him about the missing keys she found in the cemetery? The keys were in the pocket of her jeans, and she stuck her hand in, stroked the rabbit’s foot as Peter lay sprawled out on her bed. Another day, she decided.


Peter laid his head back on the pillow, let out a little sigh. Then he frowned.


“What’s this?” Peter said, twisting, sliding his hand under the pillow. He withdrew a claw hammer with a worn wooden handle and nicked, black-painted head. Peter regarded it with the same look he’d used for her drawing and Lizzy’s postcards—squinting, confused. He turned the hammer in his hand, as if it was an object he was unfamiliar with. As if he were not a mechanic but a man from another galaxy.


Rhonda stepped back, alarmed at first. Then she remembered, and her face flushed. As she spoke, the story sounded made-up, even to her ears.


“Oh, that!” She gave a nervous little laugh, looked away. “Uh, I had a bad dream last night…after the submarine dream. The, um—” she flapped her hand at the hammer, “made me feel safe. I guess it worked, just knowing it was there. I fell right back to sleep.”


Peter turned the battered old hammer in his hands, felt its weight. He gave her a look she knew well. It was his worried look. His poor, pitiful Rhonda look. He stood up from the bed and walked out into the hallway, taking the hammer with him. She watched as he put it back where it belonged, in the kitchen drawer.


“Want my advice?” he called back to her as he came out of the kitchen and turned to leave. “Stick to drawing fruit. You’ll sleep better.”


Rhonda stood in the doorway to the bedroom, watching the front door to her apartment close, listening to his footsteps on the stairs. She heard the motor of his truck turn over, the engine revving a little too hard and fast as he put it in gear, the tires squealing. Peter never had been good at good-byes.


She turned around and eyed the drawing above her bed from a distance, pitying the girls trapped in the submarine. She stared hard at the ghost faces swirling, dancing around the submarine. And—was it her imagination?—the largest face, the cruelest, the one that hovered, looming large over the submarine, staring in at the girls, giving them an evil, screaming wink, looked an awful lot like Peter.












JUNE 30, 1993





I SAVED MONEY ALL through high school for this car,” Clem told her. They were side by side in Clem’s abandoned convertible beside the stage. The car had been turned into a pirate ship complete with a painted skull-and-crossbones flag that flapped from a pole lashed to the middle of the front seat. Clem had the wheel and was turning it gently with the remaining three fingers of his right hand. Rhonda thought that maybe bodies held memories; maybe when he put his hand on the wheel, he could feel all his fingers there, just as they’d been the summer after high school, when he cruised the open roads with the top down.


“A ’61 Impala. A true classic. When I got it, it was a wreck. Daniel and I worked nights and weekends on it, restoring it. I’m telling you, Ronnie, when we were through, it was a beauty. I was so proud of this damn car.”


Rhonda nodded, fiddled with the glove compartment. Usually, she loved it when her father told her stories about his past. He got all dreamy-eyed and lost in his own memories, and sometimes he’d seem to almost forget she was there. It made her feel special; like there was a secret window into her father’s past and Rhonda was the only one he’d open it up for. Her mother wasn’t much of a talker. She preferred to read Rhonda stories out of books: fairy tales about handsome princes and fair maidens. Not much different from the romance novels she lost herself in each day.


This time was different, though. Clem was going to tell her something she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear.


“I used to take Aggie for rides. Back when I first met her. When she worked at the mill. Daniel would come along, too, sometimes. We’d go fishing. We’d all three sit around a little campfire by the stream, frying up trout, drinking beer, smoking cigarettes, thinking, This is as good as it gets.” Clem gave a wistful little smile that made Rhonda’s stomach ache. This was not her story, but the story of what might have been, and how Rhonda almost wasn’t. It was the story of a time when Clem had imagined his life whole and perfect without either Rhonda or her mother in it.


“I was nineteen years old when I asked Aggie to marry me. I took her out to the middle of Nickel Lake in this old aluminum canoe I had. Water had pooled there and soaked through my pants. I pulled the ring in its velvet box from the pocket of my fishing vest. I couldn’t believe it when she said yes.”


When Rhonda was a very little girl, one of her favorite stories was how her parents met. Clem took a trip to Hanover, New Hampshire, in the spring of 1981 to go to a forestry conference. Justine was the desk clerk at the hotel. She was ten years older than Clem and he was immediately taken by her green eyes and the faint lines around them. He thought she looked patient, kind, and wise. When she asked if he needed help getting his bags up to his room, he winked and said only if she promised not to drop them. This made Justine laugh, and it got Rhonda laughing too, hearing the story told and re-told when she was a little girl. Justine called a bellhop to help with the bags, and Clem asked if she would join him for a drink later in the hotel lounge. By the end of the week, he’d talked her into going away with him the next weekend. She got to pick where. She picked Niagara Falls, and he proposed to her there, two weeks after they’d met. Love is love, he told her, down on his knee.




“HOW LONG WERE you and Aggie married?” Rhonda asked.


“Not long. Less than two years.”


“When was this?”


“A long time ago. Before I met your mother.”


“But what year?”


“Aggie and I were married September 9, 1978.”


Rhonda frowned as she did the math.


Peter and Lizzy came crashing through the woods, up the path from their house, arguing.


“There’s no way to make it work,” Lizzy was saying.


“Come on,” Peter said. “I’m Peter Pan. If I say I want to fly, I’ll find a way.”


“I guess I should get out of here and let you kids rehearse,” Clem said, putting a hand on Rhonda’s knee before jumping out over the stuck door.


1978, Rhonda was thinking. And then Peter was born in July of 1979, which means…


“We’ll talk again later,” Clem promised.


Are you Peter’s father?




DANIEL’S IDEA THAT spring and summer, the latest scheme that was going to make him rich, was coffins. His own father had died over the winter (no one had been very upset about this, least of all Peter and Lizzy, who were never allowed to see their grandfather), and Daniel had been appalled when he was shown the coffins in the funeral home—the expense, the luxury. Daniel insisted that his father would have spat in his face if he’d been laid to rest in creamy, cushioned satin. So Daniel had his father buried in a simple pine box he built himself. (With sufficient bullying, the funeral director admitted that, strictly speaking, there was no legal requirement that Mr. Shale be interred in one of the elegant, affordable caskets available from Arceneaux and Sons Funeral Home.)


Daniel felt sure he was onto something, an untapped market. Vermonters in particular would surely want to save money and maintain their dear departed loved ones’ dignity with a handmade, unpretentious casket. He made himself a sign, using a router and a slab of pine—SHALE COFFINS—and hung it on the shed. He put a few flyers up in town. He got two orders right away, one from a college student who wanted to use the coffin as a coffee table, another from an old widower who wanted to have things all prepared when he went. Daniel built coffins all spring and summer, stacking the finished ones in eerie rows on the cement floor of the shed. He waited for the rush of orders. He waited, and every afternoon, he diligently went out to the shed and got to work building more. This was where Peter and Rhonda found him that afternoon—bent over the table saw, tool belt strapped to his waist, radio turned up loud to a classic rock station.


“Hiya, Dad,” Peter shouted.


Daniel looked up, smiled, flipped off the saw.


“What brings you to the mad scientist’s lab this fine afternoon?” Daniel asked.


“We want to fly,” Peter said.


“Fly?”


“For the play,” Peter explained. “We want to be able to fly.”


Daniel nodded. “I could make you some wings,” he said.



Peter grinned. “Would it work?”


“Of course,” Daniel said. He looked around the workshop. “Ronnie, hand me one of those two-by-twos piled up there. And Peter, we’re gonna need that heavy-duty roll of plastic we bought to cover the windows in the winter. Go get it from the basement, would you?”


“Yes, sir,” Peter said.


“Where’s your sister?” Daniel asked as Peter turned to go.


Peter shrugged. “She and Tock took off on their bikes. She said figuring out a way to fly was impossible.”


Daniel grinned. “Well, we’ll show her, won’t we? Now go on and get that plastic.”




DANIEL WORKED ON the wings all afternoon, and just before dinner, they were finished. They looked a little like bat wings. Daniel had cut thin strips of wood for the frame and covered it in plastic, stapled on. They attached to Peter’s body with a crude harness made from an old belt of Daniel’s.


“That should do it,” Daniel said, slapping Peter on the back.


“I’m gonna go grab a beer.” He turned and loped back toward the house, where they watched him head in through the cellar door—Daniel kept a second fridge in the basement, for the sole purpose of beer storage.


“It’s not going to work,” whispered Lizzy who had just pulled up on her bike and stood watching, dressed, as usual, in her Captain Hook outfit. It seemed that Lizzy never changed out of it anymore. She even slept in the shirt with the puffy sleeves, the satin pants tied at the waist with a gold rope that had once held curtains open, her wire coat-hanger hook resting carefully on the bureau beside her. She was, she explained, living the life of a true pirate, getting deeper into her character every day. She swore and spat and refused to bathe or brush her teeth, claiming that pirates were notoriously filthy. Whenever they complained about her smell, there was Tock to back her up: She’s a pirate, for Christ’s sake! She’s supposed to stink!


“Besides,” continued Lizzy, “Peter Pan doesn’t have wings—he flies by magic.”


“These are real wings!” Peter said. “I bet they’ll work just like a hang glider.”


Lizzy laughed. “You wish.”


“Dad said they would!” Peter told her.


“Well, Dad says lots of stuff,” Lizzy said. She toed the ground with her scuffed black motorcycle boots. Then she cleared her throat and spat.


“Come on,” Rhonda said. “Let’s get back to the stage. You can try jumping off.”


“I’ll never get enough wind under me for it to work right,” Peter said.


Rhonda watched in horror as Peter grabbed a stepladder from the workshop, positioned it against the building, and climbed, pulling himself up onto the shingled roof of the garage.


“What are you doing?” Rhonda asked. “Come down!”


“You’re going to crack your skull, matey,” Lizzy said, though she didn’t sound too worried. “Your brains will ooze all over the driveway!”


“God, you are sick,” Rhonda told Lizzy.


Peter walked to the front edge and looked down, then backed up all the way to the other side to get a running start.


“Walk the plank, matey!” Lizzy called up to him.


“Would you shut up,” Rhonda hissed at her. “Peter, don’t do it!” Rhonda yelled up. It was a stupid stunt just to prove allegiance to his father, who probably wasn’t his real father after all.


A sick feeling washed over her like a polluted wave, toxic waste and biohazardous needles in the current. She was in love with her own brother, which was not only disgusting but probably illegal.



“Climb back down and I’ll tell you a secret,” Rhonda promised.


“What secret?” Peter asked.


“A really good one. Just climb down and I’ll tell it to you. Please.” Would she tell? And if she did, would it ruin everything?


Lizzy came up behind Rhonda, leaned in, and hissed, “What’s the big secret, Ronnie? That you love Peter? It doesn’t matter, matey, ’cause Pan has fallen for the crocodile. He’s slipping it to her every chance he gets.”


Lizzy’s breath was sour and fishy. She took her cheek in her fingertips and pulled it in and out fast, making disgusting wet, smacking sounds.


“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Rhonda said. She stepped forward, turned her hand into a visor to keep the sun out while she squinted up at Peter on the roof. Rhonda was beginning to feel like there were two Lizzys: a good one and a bad one. The good one was the Lizzy she’d known all her life, the one who wanted to grow up to be a Rockette and sang goofy songs. The bad one stank and used expressions like slipping it to her, complete with sound effects, and the whole thing was just plain gross and definitely not true.


“Oh don’t I?” Lizzy asked, snickering.


“Please, Peter!” Rhonda called up.


Daniel shuffled back out of the basement then, open beer can in his hand. “Hey there, Rocket!” he called to Lizzy. “Where’ve you been hiding all afternoon?”


Lizzy didn’t answer, but once Daniel was out in the yard, he turned to see what the girls were looking at up on the workshop roof.


“What the devil are you doing, Peter?” he called up. “Get your ass back down that ladder! Now!”


Peter hesitated. Looked down at the ground, then at his father.



Daniel set his beer can down and started for the ladder. “Don’t make me come up after you! You know you’ll be sorry!”


Rhonda cringed.


Daniel started up the ladder. Peter crept to the back corner of the roof. Rhonda held her breath.


“You get away from him!” Aggie was hurrying from the house toward the garage.


“Damn fool’s gonna bust his head open,” Daniel explained from his perch halfway up.


“Don’t you touch him!” Aggie said.


“I’m not gonna hurt him, I’m just gonna get him down!”


“He can get himself down,” Aggie said.


“I think he’s got himself stuck up there like a goddamn cat,” Daniel said.


Aggie grabbed a shovel from its resting place against the side of the garage.


“Get down from that ladder or I’ll knock you down!”


She was wielding a shovel like a medieval weapon.


Daniel backed slowly down the ladder and stood with his hands raised in surrender, calmly coaxing her, “Put it down, Aggie.”


Aggie brought the shovel up, slugger-style, and came toward him, swinging. Daniel ducked.


“What the fuck are you doing?” he screamed. She took another swing, barely missing as he jumped away.


“Mom!” Peter cried from the top of the garage. “Mom, stop!” Peter had scrambled to the edge and crouched there like a boy-gargoyle. But Aggie raised the shovel again. Daniel was backed up against the garage and was inching his way to the left, his eyes on the metal spade.


“Aggie!” Clem called. He had come running around the other side of the garage, which was weird, because it meant he must have come from Peter and Lizzy’s house. “Put it down, Ag. Easy now, just put it down.”



Aggie lowered the shovel but held on to it tightly.


She started to cry.


“You fucking crazy bitch,” Daniel muttered. Up went the shovel again, but Clem was too fast. He reached her before she had a chance to swing, and grabbed hold of the wooden handle, prying it from her fingers.


Then they all held their positions, none of them seeming to know what to do next: Rhonda in the driveway, palms red from digging her fingernails into them; Peter crouched on the edge of the garage, wings rising up behind him; Aggie sobbing, her face buried in Clem’s shirt; Clem holding the shovel high in the air, out of Aggie’s reach; Daniel, back pressed against the garage, a look of utter disbelief on his face; and Lizzy, who hadn’t moved since her father started climbing the ladder, just stood with her hook raised in the air like a kid at school waiting to get called on, her eyes blank and glassy, matted hair sticking out at crazy angles from under her black pirate hat. Then she began to cry in soft sniffles. She covered her mouth with the hand that didn’t hold the hook. It took Rhonda a minute to understand that the crying sound coming from Captain Hook wasn’t crying at all—Lizzy was laughing—and the more she tried to stop herself, the harder she cackled. All eyes were on her as she laughed so loud and hard, so hysterically, that she wet her pants there on the driveway and the realization of having done this only made her laugh harder still.















The time has come. He knew it would. She’s been telling people about him. Drawing pictures of their secret places. Carrying the stuffed bunny to school and showing him off at show-and-tell.


The rabbit isn’t angry. Only sad.


He picks her up in his submarine for the last time. Touches her shoulder. Thinks there are some things gestures cannot convey.


He turns away from her. Grips the wheel. He knows what has to be done. He has a plan. And she trusts him so completely, it will be easy.


And when it’s over, they’ll all live happily ever after, just like a real-life fairy tale.












JUNE 16, 2006





IT WAS TEN A.M. when Rhonda found herself underneath the parrot wind chimes once more, calling Laura Lee’s name. Behind her, a motorboat started on the lake. A loon called—its song a haunting vibrato. There was no response from Laura Lee.


“It’s Rhonda Farr!” she yelled. “You home?”


She heard only a low moan, then the sound of breaking glass.


“I’m coming in!” Rhonda shouted, pushing the unlatched screen door open.


The kitchen was even filthier than it had been during her last visit. Piles of moldy dishes sat undone in the sink. Flies buzzed. Rhonda moved through the kitchen and into the living room, where she saw Laura Lee sprawled out on the floor, bleeding from the hand. The remains of a shattered highball glass and its sticky pink contents were on the coffee table.


“You okay?” Rhonda asked, getting down on her knees.



“Just a little tipsy, lovie. Nothing to worry over. I have low blood sugar, you know,” Laura Lee said. Rhonda helped her to her feet.


“Steady now,” Rhonda said. “Let’s get you into the bathroom and clean up that cut.”


Rhonda found some peroxide, a roll of gauze, and some surgical tape in the medicine cabinet. Laura Lee sat slumped on the toilet while Rhonda administered first aid. The cut wasn’t very deep and Laura Lee seemed to be feeling no pain.


“Where’s your boyfriend?” Laura Lee asked.


“Warren? He’s not really my boyfriend.”


“What are you waiting for, Ronnie? You’re not getting any goddamn younger. When a good one comes along, you hold on. Understand what I’m saying?”


“Maybe you should lie down,” Rhonda suggested.


“A fine idea. First, let me refill my glass. What did I do with my glass?”


“Let’s get you another one, okay?”


Rhonda settled Laura Lee in on the couch under the afghan, with a plastic tumbler full of sangria. “Can I ask you something?” Rhonda asked. “You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.”


“How intriguing. Ask away, love.”


“Did you and Daniel have an affair?”


Laura Lee smiled. “Who on earth told you that? Oh never mind, it’s not important. It’s ancient history. And for the record, yes: we were fucking like rabbits.”


Rhonda cringed.


“You’re not shocked, are you?”


“No. Not at all. I was just wondering if you might know where he went?”


“Honey, if I’d known that, I would have hightailed it after him. I was in love. God, he was a wreck. But what a goddamn handsome wreck.” Laura Lee sighed grandly. “I truly don’t know what happened. He was in so much goddamn trouble that summer. He owed a lot of money to people. And he and Clem had some horrible blowup.”


“About what?”


“I don’t know, Ronnie. He never told me. He was a broken man. I think that at the very end, I was the only thing he felt he really had. But evidently that wasn’t enough. Ain’t that just the story of my goddamn life?”




RHONDA DROVE BACK to Pat’s only to find she’d be working the phones alone. Pat and Warren had gone up to Burlington to hand out flyers and Pat was going to be the guest on a cable access show. Jim was in the garage and a greasy kid named Carl was running the register. Carl, Rhonda remembered, was the one who’d been working last Thursday, when someone picked Ernie up from school in Laura Lee’s VW.


Pat’s Mini Mart was dead. No phone calls, no one stopping in for gas. Rhonda was trying to figure out how to check the e-mail from the Find Ernie Web site on the laptop when Carl sauntered over, hitched up his voluminous jeans, and went to work opening a stick of beef jerky he’d helped himself to.


“Not much action, huh?” he said. Rhonda shook her head.


“Carl, I saw that you were working last Thursday.”


“Was I?”


“Your name’s on the schedule.”


He studied the beef jerky in his hand. “Guess I was here, then.” His eyes were red and glassy—he was wasted.


“Pat and Peter were working,” she reminded him. “Laura Lee’s Volkswagen was in the shop.”


He nodded. “Shit, that car was always in the shop. But,” he jabbed his beef jerky at her and narrowed his eyes shrewdly, “I know the exact day you’re talking about, ’cause that cop Crowley asked me about it.”



“He did?”


“Yeah, he wanted to know if I saw Peter take off in the VW.”


“And did you?”


He contemplated the beef jerky again. “Nah. I didn’t see shit. I was here by myself and we were slammed. Some Little League bus stopped off with like six hundred kids all paying for their fucking soda and candy bars separately with their little piles of change. Jee-sus.”


“Where was Pat?”


“Search me,” he shrugged.


“And Peter was in the garage?”


“Guess so. He comes and goes. I don’t always see him leaving and I can’t tell when he’s back there.” He ripped at the plastic on the beef jerky with his teeth. “It’s bullshit about Peter getting canned,” he said, spitting a corner of wrapper onto the floor.


“Yep,” she agreed. “It sure is.”


“And the cops riding his ass like they are…it’s not right. He didn’t take that girl.” He took a bite of the jerky and chewed hard.


“I know,” Rhonda said.


“Yeah, I know it, too,” he said, mouth full. “I know it for a fact. I saw him that afternoon and it wasn’t a little girl he had with him.”


“You mean you saw him hiking?”


“Hiking? Not hardly. I saw him pulling into the Inn and Out Motel around three. He was driving his truck and he had this real hot girl with him. Dark hair, makeup. She looked like a model. It sure as shit wasn’t Tock. So I went to him a few days later, offered to go to the cops, tell them what I saw. Give him an alibi, you know? And you know what he said? It wasn’t him!” Carl put on a prissy, uptight voice: “You must be mistaken.” He shook his head.


“But there wasn’t no mistake. Now, if he wants to fuck around on Tock, more power to the dude, I could really give a shit, right? But in the meantime, everyone thinks he did the crime of the fucking century, and he’s cool with that? Dude really wants to keep a secret.”


A customer came in then, went straight to the counter for cigarettes, and Carl went back to work, beef jerky stuck in his mouth like a cigar, leaving Rhonda dumbstruck.




THE INN AND OUT Motel was up on a hill overlooking the highway and had only a dozen rooms, one of them with an efficiency kitchen. The remains of the continental breakfast were spread out on a low table against the back wall of the small lobby, not looking terribly continental: a few doughnuts drawing flies, the dregs of a pot of coffee, and a couple of black-spotted bananas. The girl behind the desk looked about sixteen—seventeen, tops. The tips of her auburn hair were dyed black and she had a pierced nose. She was staring at the computer screen, clicking away with the mouse and muttering to herself. The girl didn’t look up when Rhonda cleared her throat.


“If you’re looking for room, we’re full up,” the girl said. As an afterthought, she added, “Sorry.”


“No, actually, I was hoping you could help me out with something,” Rhonda said.


The girl repressed a sigh, gave a few final clicks of the mouse, and turned to Rhonda.


“What?” she asked.


“See, a friend of mine was staying here a couple weeks back. An old girlfriend. We lost touch after high school…”


Rhonda improvised while the girl looked on, bored and unimpressed by her story. Her eyes kept going back to the computer screen.


“We were best friends in school, you know?”



The girl nodded.


“Then she goes off, goes to college, gets married, and we lose touch. She looked me up when she was back in town on June 5. We went out for drinks, talked about old times, old boyfriends, the crazy shit we used to do, you know?”


She had the girl’s attention now.


“But here’s the thing: she wrote down her name and address, but we were out drinking and I lost it. I could kick myself in the ass. I don’t even remember her married name. It kills me to think I’ve lost her all over again. Do you think you could just check and tell me what she goes by now?”


The girl nodded, hit some keys on the computer. “I’m not supposed to give out addresses, but I don’t see why I can’t give you her name. She was here on the fifth?”


“Yes, the fifth.”


“And what’s her first name?”


Shit. “Um, it’s Lisa, I mean she goes by Lisa, but that’s really her middle name. Her real first name is something kind of weird, I can never remember it.”


“No Lisa on the fifth, but I’ve got a C. Hook who checked in that day. From Seattle. That’s gotta be her, right? I actually remember, it was right before we got so busy—you know, from the kidnapping?—so I remember. She was here with a guy. I think this is his car in the computer: a Toyota with license number DKT 747.”


Peter’s truck. Rhonda nodded in what she hoped was a calm yet grateful manner.


C. Hook…Captain Hook?


Lizzy? Could it possibly have been Lizzy? Rhonda had that moving-underwater feeling.


“Cornelia,” Rhonda heard herself say. “Her real name’s Cornelia. After her grandmother.”



The girl shivered. “Ughh! I’d use my middle name, too.”


“So you were working that day?” Rhonda asked.


“I’m here most evenings. I’m not supposed to work mornings, but Jennifer called in with a migraine today.” The girl rolled her eyes. “I remember your friend. Nice lady. Real pretty. And such a sweet little girl.”


“Little girl?” the words knotted in Rhonda’s throat, came out sounding more like a croak.


“Yeah, she and the guy, they had a kid with them. You didn’t meet her?” The girl looked at Rhonda suspiciously.


Rhonda shook her head. “No, I…Lisa, she said she had a daughter, but the kid was off with her uncle when we went out for drinks. I forgot all about her, actually. I wish I’d had a chance to meet her. What did…um, what did the little girl look like?”


“Like her mom: dark hair and eyes. Maybe six…seven years old.”












JULY 4, 1993





YOU SMELL LIKE old piss,” Peter complained.


It was the night of Peter’s fourteenth birthday party, and he, Rhonda, Lizzy, and Tock had ridden their bikes to the lake to watch the fireworks. They arrived at the beach as it was getting dark, and waited. They lay on their backs in the sand, looking across the water toward the center of town, listening as the band played and people laughed and applauded on the other shore.


They were the only ones at the little beach called Loon’s Cove, which was really more of a boat launch, but it’s where they always went swimming. There were people out on the water in canoes, kayaks, and paddleboats. Motorboats weren’t allowed on the water after sundown.


“And you smell like Tock’s snatch, matey,” Lizzy said back in her pirate voice.


“What the hell is wrong with you?” Peter asked. He looked like he’d been slapped. He got up and moved down the beach, ordering Tock to come with him. Tock stayed where she was, next to Lizzy, who did reek of old pee and sweat. Rhonda was on the other side of Lizzy. A mosquito landed on her arm and Rhonda let it drink. She watched it get so fat with her blood that it could barely take off again.


“I think you smell good,” Tock said to Lizzy.


“Christ!” Peter yelled. “Are you going out with me or my sister?”


“Asshole,” Tock muttered, but she got up and went to him, lying down next to him in the sand.


The evening had started out so well. Everyone was getting along. Clem and Daniel had grilled steaks, Aggie and Justine made potato salad, corn on the cob, coleslaw. Then, there was Peter’s birthday cake, Aggie’s creation: a rectangle decorated in red, white, and blue, to look like the flag. And in the center, a ring of fourteen silver sparklers, not candles. They flashed and sizzled, leaving their ashes scattered on the frosting. The whole cake tasted like discharged ammunition.


Rhonda lay on the beach, thinking about the painted rocks out in the middle of the lake. Each winter, when the lake was still covered in clusters of ice fishing shacks—tiny villages of men with propane heaters and flasks of whiskey, watching for a tug on their lines—when snowmobilers raced from one side to the other, the Pike’s Crossing Volunteer Fire Department would tow a big rock spray-painted in Day-Glo colors, with the year marked on top, right out to the middle of the lake. Everyone paid a dollar to guess the date the rock would fall through in the spring. There was a different prize for the Ice Out contest each year: a month of free coffee and doughnuts from Pat’s Mini Mart, a dinner for four at the Lakeside Diner, a fly rod from B&D Sports.


Rhonda thought of all those luridly painted boulders at the bottom of the lake, each carrying the weight of a whole year, the numbers sprayed across them. 1982, the year she was born. Below it, 1978, the year her father married Aggie. On top of them all was this year, 1993, the year of Peter Pan. A pile of years sunk in the sand and muck, covered with algae, a playground for fish and snapping turtles.




THE FIREWORKS SEEMED to end only minutes after they began. Toward the end (which Rhonda thought must be the middle), she took her eyes off the sky and turned to her left to see Peter and Tock kissing, their faces flashing green, blue, and red. Then she turned to her right, to see Lizzy counting the silver dollars from her little treasure bag and humming to herself, not even looking at the fireworks, which, by the time Rhonda looked back up, were over. It was hard to make out in the dark, but it seemed like Lizzy had more coins than last time, and she’d stacked them into two piles.


“What are you singing?” Rhonda asked.


Lizzy raised her voice and sang so Rhonda could hear: “I’m too sexy for my shirt, too sexy for my shirt, so sexy it hurts…”


Rhonda looked at her friend in her piss-scented rumpled pirate clothes. “Right,” she said. Peter and Tock were already on their bikes.


“Are you guys coming, or what?” Peter asked.


They rode home in a pack, Tock making the turn to the trailer, saying “Tick tock!” back to them when they called out their good-nights. Lizzy pulled ahead, racing down the street, her pirate shirt billowing out behind her. She kept singing about how sexy she was, in her Captain Hook voice, laughing between verses. Soon, she was so far ahead of them that all they could see was a speck of white, like the tail of a deer, then nothing.


Rhonda was supposed to spend the night at Lizzy’s and now she was dreading it. Who really wanted to spend the night with a smelly old pirate captain?


Peter and Rhonda took their time riding home from Nickel Lake. When they pulled into his driveway, Lizzy’s bike was there, resting against the garage. The lights in the house were all off, which meant everyone was still in Rhonda’s backyard, their parents no doubt fully plastered by then.


“I have something to show you,” Peter said, heading toward the garage.


“I bet,” said Rhonda and stayed put. How pitiful did he think she was? He came back and took her hand, pulling her to the old garage Daniel used as his workshop—the one Peter had nearly jumped from in the homemade wings just days ago. His grip was firm and Rhonda had no choice but to follow.


Peter dragged Rhonda into the dark workshop and led her to the row of coffins in the back.


“We’re not supposed to be in here when your dad isn’t,” Rhonda said. “If he catches us…”


“See this one,” Peter said, pointing to one of the coffins.


“Check out the lid.”


Rhonda bent down and focused on making out the carved letters in the dark. Initials: DLS. And an inscription: IT’S BETTER TO BURN OUT THAN TO FADE AWAY…


“Who’s it for?” Rhonda asked.


“My father. He built his own coffin.”


Rhonda shivered. “Creepy.”


“Yeah, but you know the creepiest part?”


Rhonda was about to ask what the creepiest part was when Peter put a finger to his lips and hissed, “Shhh!”


Outside, they heard arguing. Two voices getting closer. Daniel and Clem.


Peter lifted the lid of one of the coffins.


“Get in,” he ordered.



Rhonda shook her head. No way was she getting in there.


“You really want him to find us in here?” Peter whispered. “Now get in. It’ll be fine. Trust me.”


Trust me. How many times had he said those words to her? And how was she supposed to go on trusting him now? He’d kissed her, said she was his girl, then chosen Tock.


Rhonda remained silent and crawled into the coffin and lay down, arms at her sides, ever obedient. Peter set the lid down gently. Rhonda lay in the darkness, smelling pine, listening to Peter climb into the coffin beside her—Daniel’s coffin. They were quiet for a while, lying there in the dark, playing at death.


She listened as Clem and Daniel argued outside the door then came into the workshop. The light went on and spilled through the crack around her coffin lid.


“For Christ’s sakes, Daniel, it’s a lot of money!” Rhonda heard her father say.


“But you’ll get it all back tenfold. It’s an investment. The coffins are gonna take off, I’m telling you,” Daniel was explaining.


“Like the peanuts?” Clem asked.


“Fuck the peanuts!” Daniel replied. “This is bigger than that. This is the real thing.”


Rhonda remembered the peanuts. The year before, Daniel decided to buy a peanut cart. At a buck a bag, he was going to get rich off tourists in Burlington, where vendors already sold chocolates, tacos, and jewelry (but, as yet, no peanuts) from carts. He ordered cases of peanuts, but the cart deal fell through. The peanuts sat in the garage for months, growing rancid, being invaded by mice, until Daniel finally loaded them into his pickup and took them to the town dump.


“I don’t get it,” Clem said. “You have all the tools you need. You’re doing fine with what you have.”


“But I’m talking production, Clem. I need better tools to up production, increase the profit margin.”



Clem was silent for a moment, and then, flatly:


“I don’t believe you.”


“Well what the fuck do you believe?”


“I believe you need the money to pay Shane or Gordon or someone else you owe it to.”


“Fuck you!” Daniel said. “You don’t have the slightest fucking idea what you’re talking about.”


“I won’t give you the money unless I know what it’s for.”


“A better table saw, a band saw, a drill press…I already told you. I showed you the fucking brochures!”


“How much trouble are you in, Daniel? Is it really ten thousand? More? Less?”


“You know what? Forget it. I don’t need your fucking help! Just consider yourself no longer a financial partner in Shale Coffins. When the money starts rolling in you get shit, my friend.”


“Daniel, look at yourself. You keep digging yourself into these holes. The gambling. The half-assed business plans. Aggie’s worried. She says she’s afraid one day you’re gonna get in so deep there won’t be any way to pull you back out.”


“Aggie’s worried, huh? Isn’t that sweet? Isn’t it great that she can come to you with this shit? You’re such a fuck of a good guy, aren’t you?” There was silence for a few seconds and then a sudden smacking sound—Rhonda knew Daniel was slapping the work bench with his open palm, a classic Daniel-in-a-rage move.


“Aren’t you?” Daniel’s voice was raised now, angry. “You stay away from my wife! Don’t think I don’t know what’s going on!”


“I won’t talk to you when you’re like this,” Clem’s voice was calm, patient, low.


“Stay the fuck away from her!”


“Good night, Daniel. We’ll talk in the morning.”


There was the sound of metal hitting the concrete floor of the shed. Daniel had thrown something, some tool.


“Get the fuck off my property!” he shouted after Clem, his voice flaming with rage, the echo of metal hitting concrete still in the air.


The light went out and the door to the garage slammed. Rhonda lay still, breathing pine. Peter got out of his coffin and pulled the lid off of Rhonda’s.


“You okay?” he asked, giving her a hand and pulling her up.


Rhonda nodded. “You?” she asked.


Peter didn’t answer. He just led her out of the workshop in silence. She never got to ask what the creepiest part of Daniel building his own coffin was.












JUNE 16, 2006





HAD LIZZY REALLY come back? Was it possible? Why would Peter keep something like that a secret? And the dark-haired little girl at the motel…it couldn’t be Ernie, could it?


Every question Rhonda asked led to new questions, and she felt she was spinning her wheels in sand.


Maybe, Rhonda thought, she’d been focusing on the disappearance of the wrong girl. Somehow or other, Lizzy was tied into it, and in order to understand what happened to Ernie, maybe Rhonda needed to start with Lizzy.


Safely ensconced in her apartment, Sadie on her lap and an open bottle of beer on the coffee table, Rhonda picked up the remote for the VCR and pressed PLAY.


The camera scanned the crowd before the opening act. There were Clem and Justine. Laura Lee in her silver gown. Daniel next to her, dressed in jeans and a red T-shirt, no bags packed beside him, no bus ticket sticking out of his pocket. And there was Aggie, tumbler of gin in one hand, cigarette in the other. Everyone looked young and healthy and like they’d be around forever.


Then Rhonda and the O’Shea boys were on the stage, tucked into their tiny beds, when outside the window, the audience heard a crow. There he was—Peter Pan lighting down on the window, crawling through like a cat burglar, a thief of children, a fairy king. He moved like water. He was that graceful. His body all elastic energy. Peter at fourteen. Rhonda leaned forward for a better look, wanting so badly to crawl into that scene, to be back on the stage, to remember what it was like.


“Second star to the right, and straight on till morning,” she found herself mumbling. How many times had she caught herself mouthing these words as if it were some magic incantation?


The pounding on the door made her jump. She pushed PAUSE, held Sadie in her arms, and went to see who it was.


“I told you to stay away from my mother,” Tock stormed into the apartment, her gray eyes nearly black. “Who the fuck do you think you are? What the hell do you get out of harassing some sick old lady? What is it you think she’s going to tell you?”


“Nothing…I…”


“Do you seriously think she could have anything to do with what happened to Ernie?”


Rhonda took a step back.


“Do you?”


“No, but she might know something…”


“Know what? What might she know, Ronnie? The perfect sangria recipe?”


“Sometimes,” Rhonda said, “people have clues that they don’t even know are clues.”


“Oh, that’s very fucking profound. Here’s a clue that it’s time you picked up on: if you don’t stay the fuck away from my mother, I’ll have the cops arrest you for harassment. Everyone wants to give poor little Rhonda a pass because she’s so fragile, so innocent. I’m over it, Rhonda. You need to grow the fuck up and move the fuck on and take some fucking responsibility.”


Rhonda squinted at Tock. What she saw in the other woman’s eyes wasn’t simply rage: it was fear. “You think she might know something, too, don’t you?”


“Jesus, Rhonda!”


“Maybe part of you wonders if Peter is involved. I mean, it’s clear he wasn’t hiking in the park that day, right? And if he lied to you about that…”


“Peter doesn’t lie to me.”


Rhonda thought of telling Tock about the girl in the motel, about finding Peter’s keys in the cemetery. But then Tock looked past Rhonda into the living room and saw the frozen image in the TV screen: Peter bending over Rhonda in her cot.


“You are pathetic,” Tock said. “Stay away from my family.” She turned and left, slamming the door. Sadie jumped in Rhonda’s arms.


“It’s okay, girl,” Rhonda cooed to the little white pig, her own voice shaking. “Everything’s just fine.”


But that was a lie. In the past eleven days, Rhonda’s entire life had been turned upside down. She’d let a girl be kidnapped and come to question everything she thought she knew about Peter. Now Tock hated her, which probably meant she’d never see Peter again. She stared at the image of fourteen-year-old Peter on the screen.


Second star to the right, she thought.


But she couldn’t go back. She could only move forward.


Rhonda sat back down on the couch, but didn’t press PLAY. She picked up the phone instead and dialed the number for the Find Ernie hotline. Warren picked up on the first ring.


“It’s Rhonda,” she said. “I was hoping you could get out of there and meet me for a beer. I’m going a little crazy here.”



“Sure,” Warren said. “Name the place.”


Rhonda laughed. There was only one bar in town. “The Silver Dollar. It’s out on Route 6. Past the state forest.”


“I know where it is.”


“Good. Bring your cowboy hat and your singing voice—it’s karaoke night. Two-dollar drafts and an order of wings on the house if you buy a pitcher.”


“Hot damn! I’m there!” he said.




NOT LONG INTO their second pitcher, Rhonda told Warren about how she’d spent her entire life pining away after Peter.


It was a relief to be honest about her feelings for once. To have someone to tell the whole story to. She thought that maybe, if she talked about it, if she got it all out, she’d be purged. And ready to move forward at last.


Warren nodded, chewed his lip. “So you’re in love with him?” He looked away from her and down into his beer. Beer he wasn’t technically even old enough to be drinking, but like any resourceful college student, he carried a fake ID. Behind him, a string of Western lights with little plastic lassos, hats, and horses glowed against the rough wood paneled wall. They were shouting to hear each other over the noise of the other patrons and the guy on stage murdering an old Hank Williams song.


Rhonda laughed, shook her head. “I’ve decided it’s not even really Peter I’m in love with. It’s the idea of Peter. But I’m not even sure what that means anymore. I think he might be involved, Warren.”


“Involved?”


“In taking Ernie. He was working on Laura Lee’s bug in the shop when Katy said the rabbit picked Ernie up from school. And I found his keys in the cemetery.”


“What? When?”



“That day you and I went. I hid them. I just couldn’t tell you then. I couldn’t believe Peter might have had anything to do with what happened to Ernie. It wasn’t the truth I was working so hard to find, but my own twisted little version of it. Just like it’s not the real Peter I’ve been in love with, but an eleven-year-old girl’s idea of a boy who’s half real boy, half Peter Pan.”


“Have you shown anyone the keys? Peter? Crowley?”


“No one. You’re the first person I’ve told. But there’s more. Carl, who works at Pat’s, saw Peter on the day of the kidnapping at a motel in town. I think he was with Lizzy…and that they may have had Ernie.”


“His sister Lizzy? I thought you said she’d run away or been kidnapped or something when you were still kids?”


Rhonda nodded. “I think she came back.”


“But why would they take Ernie?”


Rhonda blew out a frustrated breath.


“I don’t know. None of it makes any sense. But there’s one way to find out. I’m ready for the real truth, this time. I’ll just tell him that if he doesn’t level with me, I’m going straight to Crowley with what I have.” She stood up, swaying, and reached to steady herself on the table, sending their glasses tottering.


“Whoa there, cowgirl,” Warren stood up, placed a steadying arm around her. “I don’t think you’re in the shape to go confronting anyone. It’ll wait till morning. I’ll go with you. We’ll get to the bottom of it, I promise. In the meantime, I’m gonna take you home.”




RHONDA WAS NOT a drinker, and the beer had made her feel brave and floaty and like she could do or say anything.


“I should go,” Warren said. He was hovering in her doorway.


“Why’s that?” Rhonda said.


“Because you’re a little drunk.”



“Actually, I’m a lot drunk. But I know what I’m doing. I want you to come in.” She held out her hand. He took it, and she pulled him into the hall and kissed him. She staggered backward, taking him with her, the kiss uninterrupted. She hit the wall, her head landing beside her drawing of the eviscerated rabbit. Warren pulled away.


“I need to go,” he said, his voice a husky whisper, his eyes moving from her face to the dissected bunny beside her.


“Stay, Warren. I really want you to stay.” She kissed him again.


“It’s not that I don’t want to,” he said, pulling back. “You have no idea how much I want to. It’s just that…”


“You’ve got a girlfriend, right?” It was Rhonda who pulled away now. “Waiting for you back in Pennsylvania?”


“No,” Warren said. “That’s not it. I don’t have a girlfriend.”


“Is it because of everything I told you about Peter? Because if that’s it…”


“That’s not it.”


“Let me guess,” Rhonda said, smiling, drawing him to her, her fingers hooked in the belt loops of his jeans. “You’re a monk and you’ve taken a vow of celibacy?”


He shook his head, smiling as she pulled him down the hall toward her bedroom.


“Is it our age difference? Am I like an old lady to you?”


“Definitely not,” he said.


“Remember what you told me…how everything happens for a reason? Maybe this is it. Maybe this is part of why I was there in that parking lot when Ernie was taken. So I would meet you.”


“Rhonda, it was—” She put a finger on his lips.


“Shhh.”


Warren looked slightly worried.


“What do you feel right now?” she asked him.


“Too much,” he said.



“Good,” she told him. “That’s just perfect.”


She started to unbutton his shirt. Then she switched over to her own. Only when they were naked on the bed, kissing, did she tell him the truth.


“I’ve never done this before,” she whispered.


Warren pulled away. She guided him back on top of her.


“I want you to be the first,” she said.


“Are you sure?” he asked.


She was sure.




WHILE WARREN SLEPT naked beside her, Rhonda dreamed of the rabbit. In the dream, she was a child again, chasing the giant white Easter Bunny through the seemingly endless woods behind her house. Brambles scraped at her face. She twisted her ankles on roots and loose stones. The rabbit ran ahead of her, stopped and waited until she’d nearly caught up with him, then bolted off through the trees. Soon, she was lost—unsure of the landscape around her. Then she looked up just in time to see the rabbit jump down into a hole, and eagerly, without fear, she followed.


The rabbit hole was a moist, earthy tunnel that smelled of worms and grubs, deep underground smells. Here, she thought, here is where I will find what I’m looking for, but in the dream she couldn’t recall just what that might be.


Peter! Rhonda cried in her dream, there in the dark of the cave, in the heart of his burrow, where she hoped the hidden rabbit would hear her and take pity. Peter.


And then, he appeared. Not the rabbit, but her Peter, only he was young again—thirteen or fourteen maybe—and he was dressed in his costume from their play, covered in his green suit of leaves, a ring of them woven like a crown around the top of his curly head. When he appeared in the cave, it filled with light, as if he was imbued with the power to dispel darkness, to banish fear. She studied each detail of him, her beautiful Peter, running her fingers over the scar on his forehead just above his right eye. Even though he shouldn’t have had the scar yet, the cut came later, in the dream she didn’t question it. And there at the bottom of the rabbit hole, she threw her arms around him, thinking him a miracle. She let herself kiss him, her mouth fumbling against his in the half light, so happy to be rescued, so happy that she had realized that this was just what the rabbit was supposed to lead her to, this was where she was meant to be, now and forever. But then she pulled back and saw that he had blood on his hands and face. His cut was open again, and he was bleeding from the forehead. In his hands, he held tiny pieces of crumpled paper.


Our fears, he whispered. Do you remember?












JULY 4, 1993





AFTER PETER AND Rhonda left the coffin workshop, they walked across the driveway to his house. Daniel was nowhere to be seen. Aggie was doing the dishes in the kitchen, scrubbing at the cake pan, the big plastic bowls that held the salads. Peter called, “Night, Wendy,” and walked off to his room. Rhonda found Lizzy in her own room, stretched out on top of the covers in her Captain Hook outfit, pretending to be asleep. Rhonda could tell she was faking, but didn’t feel like talking anyway. Lizzy had laid out a nightgown for Rhonda on top of the extra bed. They’d planned all week for Rhonda to spend the night, and although Rhonda wanted more than anything to go home, she didn’t want to deal with the inevitable questions from Justine—Did you have a fight? Are you okay? Lately Justine always asked a million questions anyway whenever Rhonda got back from a night at Lizzy’s: What did you do? How late were you up? Was Aggie there? Peter? Daniel?



Rhonda slipped on her nightgown, lay down in the twin bed next to Lizzy’s. The room glowed from a rocking horse night-light plugged into the outlet next to the closet. Rhonda could see the pencil lines and dates Lizzy had scribbled on the frame of the closet doorway to measure her growth. She could see the last measurement was from July 1. So Lizzy hadn’t given up on being a Rockette. This gave Rhonda hope. She lay there listening to Lizzy’s fake snore, wondering if, once the play was over, she’d get the good Lizzy back. The door to the bedroom creaked open, then closed. Rhonda turned. No one was there. She shut her eyes and fell asleep, dreaming of a Lizzy so tall that she bumped her head on the ceilings.


She woke up later to find that Lizzy had crawled into bed next to her and had placed the hook on her pillow, next to Rhonda’s head, so that it was the first thing she saw when she opened her eyes. The next thing she noticed was the foul smell coming from Lizzy: a mixture of body odor, stale urine, and breath as bad as any dog’s she’d ever smelled.


“I have a secret,” Lizzy whispered, her fetid breath hot on Rhonda’s face. “Do you want to hear?”


Rhonda closed her eyes and turned so that she was facedown, being comfortably smothered by the pillow. She waited, playing possum, wondering if Lizzy would tell her secret anyway, but she didn’t. Rhonda’s cheek was pressed against Lizzy’s hook, and when she awoke the next morning, she had a red mark there, like a scar.












JUNE 17, 2006





RHONDA WOKE UP and wrapped a blanket around herself. She watched Warren as he slept, tempted to wake him and tell him her dream about the rabbit hole.


Instead, she stood, put on her robe, padded gently out of the bedroom, and made a pot of coffee. Then she sat on the couch with the first cup in her hand. She found the remote and pressed PLAY. There was Peter again, struggling with his shadow, about to wake Wendy from her innocent slumber, and ferry her off to the Neverland.


“Hey,” Warren said, as he leaned over the back of the couch and kissed the top of her head. “I smell coffee.”


“I thought you didn’t drink coffee.”


Warren laughed. “I drink it on special occasions.”


“Well, I’m honored, then. There’s a pot in the kitchen. Cream’s in the fridge. Help yourself.” She watched as he sauntered into the kitchen in his boxers, seeming perfectly at ease.



I could get used to this, she thought, but then stopped herself. Who knew where this was going?


“What are you watching?”


“A video one of the parents shot of our last Peter Pan performance. Tinker Bell’s father, I think.”


“No way!” Warren said, settling in on the couch. “Rewind, I want to watch from the beginning.”


He snuggled up to her and she pointed out the key players, the best scenes, the details of each costume.


They studied the few minutes of footage that followed the play: the parade of cast and audience through the woods, up the narrow path to Rhonda’s yard, then shots of the party in the backyard lit with luau lights and tiki torches. The camera panned the yard—the feast laid out on the picnic table; the players and audience mingling, drinking, laughing. There was Rhonda in her white nightgown talking with Aggie—Rhonda looked both embarrassed and terrified by whatever Aggie was saying. And then the camera caught Peter and Lizzy having a quiet argument. Peter’s hand was wrapped around her arm and he was leaning in, whispering something in her ear. Lizzy shook her head, the only audible words Rhonda caught were Lizzy saying, “I can’t.” She watched as Peter tightened his grip on his sister’s arm, giving it a slight twist. “You will,” he told her. Then the camera zoomed in on Tinker Bell eating cake, frosting covering her tiny nose and chin.




WHEN THE VIDEO was over, Rhonda told Warren about her dream. “I feel like, one way or another, I’ve been chasing that rabbit for years,” she said.


Warren nodded. “Maybe you’ll catch up to him one of these days. What were the slips of paper in your dream?”


Rhonda reached up and touched the scar on her forehead. “It’s silly, really. We had this…this pretend funeral in the woods that summer. We buried this stuffed bogeyman. And Peter had us write down our fears on little scraps of paper, then dump them in on top of him. It was like we were having a funeral for fear.”


“Do you remember what you wrote on your paper?” Warren asked.


“No.”


“You’ve given Peter an awful lot of power, both in your life and in your dreams.”


Rhonda nodded. “I convinced myself he was innocent. I believed it so much that I refused to look at the evidence. But now I see that we can’t just go around creating whatever truth happens to suit us.”


Warren nodded grimly and fell silent.


“Say something,” Rhonda begged.


“I think…” He hesitated. “Rhonda?”


“What?” she asked, taking his hand.


He bit his lip. “I think you’re right. We can’t just invent truths that don’t exist. We have to face the reality of the situation, no matter how grim.”


Rhonda nodded. “That’s why I’m going to Peter with what I know.”


Warren shook his head. “No. I think you should wait.”


“Wait for what, Warren? I’ve spent my life waiting for shit that doesn’t happen. What if Peter knows something? What if he’s got Ernie locked up somewhere?”


“Then you should start with Crowley. Tell him what you know.”


“No. I need to talk to Peter first. I mean, what if I’m wrong?”


“And what if you’re not? He could be dangerous, Rhonda. At least let me come with you.”


“No,” said Rhonda. “I need to do this alone. The one thing I know for sure is that there are things he’s not telling me. If we both go, he’ll feel cornered and shut down. I might have a chance of actually finding out something if I go alone. Can I meet you later?”


“Of course. I’m going to go back to Jim and Pat’s and get cleaned up, then I’ll be at the Mini Mart. Why don’t you head over when you’re through with Peter?”


“It’s a date,” Rhonda said.


“We can have microwave burritos and Twinkies for dinner. My treat,” Warren said.


“Ooh, so romantic.”


“You ain’t seen nothing yet,” he promised, taking her in his arms and kissing the top of her head.


In spite of everything, she was happy. But still, a little voice in the back of her head warned her not to get used to it, that the rabbit wasn’t finished with her yet.












JULY 21, 1993





GO AHEAD, LOOK,” Peter instructed, pointing to the dark space under Lizzy’s bed.


Lizzy and Rhonda had turned eleven the week before, and the remains of Lizzy’s balloons were tied to her bedpost, hovering sadly, half-deflated. The Rockette video, leg warmers, and the dancing doll she got were all sitting on her dresser, still in their packages. Rhonda had bought Lizzy a goldfish in a bowl with blue marbles and a little sunken pirate ship at the bottom. The fish died the third day, but the bowl still sat on the dresser, growing stagnant and giving off a foul odor.


Lizzy shifted from foot to foot, played nervously with her coat hanger hook.


“C’mon, you can do it,” Tock said. “Captain Hook’s not afraid of anything.”


“Who said I was scared?” Lizzy asked.



But that was the trouble. Lizzy was scared. And that’s why they were all there: to cure her.


For weeks she’d been afraid, and it was getting worse. She wasn’t sleeping at night, and the dark circles under her eyes made her look like a much more sinister Captain Hook. When she did go to bed, she left the lights in her room blazing. She claimed the bogeyman was out to get her. She stuffed coats and clothing under her bed so he couldn’t hide there. Then she started to be afraid in the daytime, too. It was like the bogeyman could be anywhere: in the old garage, the trunk of a car, the hole under the stage.


“Get down there and look!” Peter ordered.


“Maybe this isn’t such a great idea,” Rhonda suggested.


“Go on, Lizzy, you’ll be fine,” promised Tock.


“You don’t have to if you don’t want to,” Rhonda said, placing her hand on Lizzy’s shoulder. But Lizzy shook it off and very gingerly got down on her hands and knees. When she peered under the bed, she let out a scream that made the hairs all over Rhonda’s body stand up, giving her skin a prickly feel.


“Pull him out,” Peter said.


“No!” Lizzy wailed.


“Help her,” Peter ordered the other two girls.


Rhonda and Tock got down on their hands and knees to help Lizzy drag the body from under the bed.


Rhonda nearly let out a scream herself when she saw the large black eyes looking back at her. She was afraid, at first, to reach out her hand to grab it. Lizzy was crying quietly beside her.


Peter had made a stuffed man out of his father’s old clothes filled with rags. His head was a nylon stocking filled with stuffing from an old pillow. Peter had glued huge felt eyes on the front of his face, like an owl. The bogeyman’s face was all eyes, big black felt ovals, no nose or mouth.


“He’s scary as hell,” Tock admitted once they’d got him out into the light.



Peter handed Lizzy a kitchen knife, and she looked at the knife, then at the bogeyman, then at Peter.


Peter said, “Kill him, Lizzy. Kill the bogeyman.”


At first, she hesitated, then she fell on him. She stabbed and stabbed, plunging the knife in, stuffing coming out of his head. The knife went through his body into the floor.


She stabbed until she was exhausted and out of tears. She collapsed on the floor. Tock went to her and stroked her knotted, greasy hair.


“You did it, Captain,” Tock whispered.


“The job’s not done yet,” Peter explained. “Now we have to bury him.”


They dragged the body out to the woods—they had to keep stopping to collect bits of him—and had a long funeral. Peter dug a deep hole next to the stage and they dumped the body in.


“Get rocks,” Peter said. And they all collected stones, large and small, and threw them into the hole, on top of the bogeyman.


“This is so he can’t rise again,” Peter explained.


They were all sweaty and smeared with dirt. Rhonda’s hands hurt from hauling rocks. Lizzy had taken off her hat, hook, and boots and looked a little more like her old self and less like a pirate.


Peter gave each of them a piece of paper and pencil.


“Write down the things you’re most afraid of,” he instructed. Rhonda’s mind went blank. Then she scribbled: That Peter’s my brother. That he’ll stay with Tock. That Dad loves Aggie more than Mom. That Lizzy’s going truly crazy.


She looked over, trying to see what Lizzy had written on her paper, but Lizzy covered it up with her hand. And what, Rhonda wondered, had Peter written? And Tock? Surely, she wasn’t afraid of anything.


They each folded up their papers and dropped them into the hole, on top of the bogeyman.



“Good-bye, fears,” Peter said.


They all helped fill in the grave, then did a wild dance, waving their arms, doing Rockette kicks, laughing and howling, sure that Lizzy was cured, that they all were. There was nothing to be afraid of anymore.












JUNE 17, 2006





IT WAS NEARLY three by the time Warren left. Rhonda took a shower, did the dishes, then lay down on the couch to rest. She fell asleep and had another fuzzy dream about chasing the rabbit and falling down the hole. This time, at the end of the dream, it was Lizzy she found down in the hole. Lizzy in her Captain Hook costume, only instead of the hook for a hand, she had a bloody hammer sticking out of her sleeve.


Rhonda snapped open her eyes and looked at the clock: it was almost seven.


“Shit!” she said, scrambling for the phone and punching in Peter’s number.


“Ronnie, I was just on my way out the door.”


“We need to talk, Peter.”


“Well, maybe we can meet tomorrow. I’m free in the afternoon.”



“No. This won’t wait.”


Peter let out an exasperated breath.


“I’ve got a realtor coming to look at my mom’s place in the morning and I’ve got a shitload of work to do. I’m on my way over there now. Whatever you have to tell me is going to have to wait until tomorrow. I’ll call you then.”


“I could meet you there,” Rhonda said.


“No. I’ll call you tomorrow.” Even as he spoke these words, he was moving the phone away from his mouth to hang up, his voice fading out like a far-off AM radio station broadcasting from a place Rhonda may have heard of, but had never been.




RHONDA PULLED INTO the driveway of Aggie’s house, parking behind Peter’s Toyota pickup, which was in front of the one-car detached garage Daniel had used as a workshop. She noticed the door to the garage was padlocked closed, the windows boarded over. She glanced up at the roof, shingles loose and moss-covered now, and remembered the day Peter had nearly jumped off to prove his father’s wings would work. She thought of the rows of coffins and wondered if they were still inside—she didn’t remember Aggie getting rid of them. What on earth might the real estate agent make of those?


Rhonda turned from the memory, made her way up the front steps onto the porch of the old house. The floorboards sagged beneath her weight. Paint was peeling. The corners were full of spiderwebs. To the right of the door, an enormous orb weaver was making its way to the center of the web, where a fly had become entangled.


Rhonda knocked. There was no answer. She turned the knob and pushed the door open.


How many times had she come through this door, running, laughing, chasing after Peter and Lizzy, shouldering a knapsack full of Barbie dolls and pajamas, costumes from whatever play they were working on?


She stood in the front hallway, facing the closet. On a whim, she opened it. A few moth-eaten coats of Aggie’s. Daniel’s red-and-black checked hunting jacket. After all these years, his jacket hung waiting for him. Beside it, the matching hat that Peter had worn on that egg hunt long ago.


Where’s Lizzy? Aggie had asked.


Still in the woods with the rabbit.


Rhonda shut the closet door.


“Peter?” she called. She heard a bang upstairs. Footsteps. A dragging sound.


Something didn’t feel right here. She suddenly regretted not bringing Warren along. But it was, she told herself, simply being in the old house that put her on edge. “Peter?” she called again, her voice a little weaker this time. She made her way into the living room. Same plaid couch and matching recliner. A TV covered in dust. On the wall above the fireplace, the velvet Elvis painting Daniel was so proud of. She and Lizzy had played a game called “Elvis Is Watching You,” in which they tried to find hiding places where the all-seeing eyes of Elvis couldn’t find them, and would end up chasing each other around the room laughing hysterically. In the end, Elvis always knew just where they were.


Where is she now? Rhonda longed to ask the dusty garage sale relic. And what about little Ernie? Could Elvis’s all-seeing eyes spot her as well? Could he see all the way to Rabbit Island?


More dragging upstairs, this time just above her head. Lizzy’s old room.


She took the stairs slowly, quietly. Her body remembered where each squeaky spot was, and carefully avoided them. She got to the top and made her way down the carpeted hallway, past the collages of framed studio portraits and school photos of Lizzy and Peter. She passed Daniel and Aggie’s room. The door was open and she glanced in to see a mountain of clothing piled on the bed. Empty cardboard boxes scattered around the floor.


The next room was Lizzy’s. The door was open. Rhonda put her back against the wall and slid sideways, like a cop on television, thinking she could spin around once she got to the doorway, draw her gun, and yell Freeze! But this was no cop show. And she had no gun. And it was only Peter she was going to face, not some boxy-jawed criminal. She turned slowly and peeked into the room. Peter’s back was to her. He was doing something at the foot of the bed.


Rope.


He was coiling a long piece of coarse rope.


She inhaled sharply. He heard her and turned.


“Rhonda? What the fuck? You just about gave me a heart attack! Why’d you sneak up on me like that?”


“I called your name. You didn’t answer. I heard funny noises. I guess I was kind of freaked.”


“Well that makes two of us, now. Shit! What are you doing here?” He held the coiled rope in clenched hands.


“I thought I’d drop by. See if I could give you a hand.”


Peter tossed the rope down on the bed. “Maybe you can help me get this thing out of here.” He nodded at the immense dresser that had once belonged to Lizzy. “It’s oak. It’s been in my mom’s family forever. Tock thinks we should keep it. Pass it on to Suzy.”


Rhonda nodded, stepped into the room. She went toward the closet. The metal rod Lizzy used to hang from was gone and the frame had been repainted. But there, through the hastily applied coat of paint, Rhonda could still see the ghosts of Lizzy’s pencil marks. Rhonda bent down to study them and saw the last date: August 10, 1993. The day they did their last performance of Peter Pan. It was as if Lizzy had stopped getting taller, refusing to grow up along with Peter and the lost boys.



“It’s a bitch though,” Peter said, slapping the top of the dresser with his open palm. “Weighs ten tons. Come on, grab a side.”


Rhonda went around and grabbed the left side of the dresser. It was nearly five feet high and four feet wide. She lifted with a grunt, and got it about an inch up, then set it down. “We’ve got to get the drawers out,” she said.


They pulled out empty drawers. Found a mothball. A couple of pennies. A single brown button. Rhonda picked up the button and held it, thinking it was the saddest, most lonely object she could imagine. A lost button from a lost girl. Rhonda slid it into her pocket when Peter wasn’t looking, then went back to her side and lifted again, nodding at Peter.


“So what did you want to talk to me about so bad?” Peter asked, lifting his own side. Together, they did a slow shuffle walk with the dresser, Rhonda going backward, aiming for the doorway. With the dresser raised, they could barely make eye contact over the top.


Rhonda took in a breath, unsure of where to begin. She’d rehearsed in the car on the way over and she decided to stick to her script. Begin with the motel, with Lizzy. Then show him the keys. But when she opened her mouth, that’s not what she started with.


“The night we did Peter Pan, you and Lizzy had a fight. You asked her to do something she didn’t want to do. She was scared. What was it?” Rhonda set her end of the dresser down. A few more steps and she’d be to the doorway.


Peter narrowed his eyes. “I don’t remember.”


He was lying.


Rhonda picked up her end and lifted again. Peter followed her lead and they resumed their shuffle walk.


“I went to the Inn and Out Motel,” she told him, her eyes meeting his over the flat surface of the dresser. It was time to stop playing games. Throw something at him that he couldn’t lie his way out of.



They were at the doorway now and Rhonda backed herself through. It was tight fit, and when they got to the middle, the dresser jammed. They wiggled it, but it wouldn’t squeeze through. Rhonda caught the back of her hand on a jagged edge of the metal strike plate on the doorjamb, ripping the thin skin there.


“Jesus Christ!” she said, dropping her end and pulling her hand up to inspect the cut. Peter, still in Lizzy’s room, set his end down as well.


“Shit,” he mumbled. “If it came in through the door, it’s gotta come out.” He wiped sweat from his brow with the back of his hand.


Rhonda, who had brought the hurt hand to her mouth, was determined to stay on track.


“Peter,” she began, the taste of blood fresh on her tongue, “I know you were at the Inn and Out Motel the day Ernie was kidnapped. And I think you were there with Lizzy.”


He looked disconcerted. “I was hiking in the state forest.”


“No,” she told him. “You were there. The license plate of your truck is listed on the registration for the room. You were there with Lizzy—or some other young, dark-haired woman from out of state who happened to register as C. Hook, for God’s sake—and a little girl. A little girl who I think may have been Ernestine Florucci.”


“You can’t be serious.”


“Just tell me the truth, Peter. It’s time.”


“But I am telling the truth,” he insisted. “I had nothing to do with what happened to Ernie. The first I even heard of it was when you called me that day.”


“But you were at the motel,” Rhonda said.


“Shit, Ronnie. Let’s not do this. Just let it go, okay?”


Rhonda turned and walked down the hall toward the bathroom.


“Where are you going?” he asked.



“To wash out my cut.”


“And what am I supposed to do?” he asked, peering at her over the jammed dresser. “I’m kind of stuck here.”


“I don’t know, Peter—figure out how we’re going to get the dresser out. And while you’re at it, you can think about telling me the truth when I get back. This is me, Peter. The one you used to tell everything to, remember?”


The cut itself wasn’t too bad, but the metal strike plate had been covered in some kind of black grease that Rhonda assumed probably didn’t belong in an open wound. She turned on the hot water and found a cracked sliver of soap. The water stung, and she watched it turn pink in the bowl of the sink as it mixed with her blood. Then she looked down and gasped.


There, resting on the floor, tucked against the cabinet the sink was mounted on, was a pair of tiny red sneakers. Rhonda turned off the water, dried her hands, leaned down, and picked up one of the sneakers. It was dirty, the boxy white rubber toe scuffed to gray, the untied shoelaces broken and tied back together haphazardly. Ernie’s sneaker. Rhonda’s hands began to tremble.


“You okay in there?” Peter called from the bedroom. “You’re not bleeding to death or anything, are you?”


“I’m fine,” Rhonda said. “The soap stings, that’s all.”


Think, Rhonda, think.


If her shoes were here, then that meant Ernie was. Or had been at some point.


“Oh my God,” she mumbled as the reality of the situation finally hit her.


She patted Peter’s keys in her pocket—the keys she’d found in the cemetery, which was only a ten-minute walk from here. And Aggie’s house was abandoned. He could easily keep a little girl in a place like this. The closest neighbors were Clem and Justine, and a quarter mile of thick woods separated them.


“Are you gonna help me move this thing, or what?” Peter called.



“Coming,” Rhonda shouted.


What next? She had to get help. Her cell phone was in the car. She’d get to it quickly, make the call, then come back in and stall for time. Ernie could be here, right here, somewhere in the house.


She went down the hall and opened the door to Peter’s old room. Checked the closet. Under the bed. Only dust bunnies. Had she seriously expected to find Ernie that easily?


“What are you doing?” Peter called.


“Looking for a Band-Aid! I think there’s one in my car.” She moved to Daniel and Aggie’s old room, throwing open the closet door. Nothing. Cardboard boxes and abandoned clothing.


“Rhonda, what’s going on?” Peter called from behind the dresser in the doorway down the hall.


“I’m just gonna run to my car,” she told him. She heard the scrape of a chair. Then a shuffle and slide.


Shit. Peter was scrambling over the top of the dresser.


She ran to the stairs and bounded down them, two at a time.


“Rhonda, slow down. Talk to me. Are you hurt?” He was after her now.


She got to the bottom of the stairs, tripped on the toy bear there. Hadn’t the rabbit given Ernie a white stuffed animal? A bear, right? No. It was a bunny. Of course it was a bunny. Rhonda picked up the plush animal. Tiny rounded ears. Big brown nose. Definitely a bear.


Peter was nearly at the bottom of the stairs, coming slowly, steadily.


“Why’s the garage padlocked, Peter?”


“I have no idea.”


“What’s in it?”


“I don’t know, Rhonda—tools, coffins—the same shit that’s always been in there.”



She backed her way to the front door and put her hand on the knob and turned. She raced outside, Peter right behind. She got to the garage, pounded on the locked door. “Hello?” she called. “Can you hear me?”


“What do you think you’re doing, Ronnie?” Peter asked.


“Unlock the door, Peter!”


“I can’t. I don’t have the key.”


She reached into the front pocket of her jeans, pulled the key ring with the rabbit’s foot out, and tossed the keys in his direction. They landed on the front porch with a dull clank. He doubled back and picked them up.


“Where did you get these?” he asked. He looked horrified, as if she’d thrown a severed hand at him.


“Open the door to the garage,” she demanded, trying to keep her voice calm and level.


“I told you, Ronnie, I don’t have a key. Never had one. My mother must have put that lock on years ago.” He was talking slowly and calmly, as if to an unhinged person. He jogged down the porch steps and came toward her. She saw the old shovel leaning against the garage and picked it up, as Aggie had done to Daniel years before.


“Jesus, Ronnie! Put the shovel down.” He raised his hands in surrender but took another step toward her.


“Come any closer and I aim for your head,” she told him.


“I mean it, Peter.” Her hands were shaking. She backed up and slowly made her way to her car. Peter followed, making sure to keep just out of shovel range.


“You can’t leave here like this,” he said.


“Watch me,” she said, throwing the shovel at him. He dove and it missed him by an inch. She got in her car and locked the doors. He came forward, tried the door handle, pounded on her window while she fumbled with the keys in the ignition.


“Wait!” he yelled. She threw the car into reverse and Peter lost his balance, falling in the driveway. She peeled out onto the road. Checked her rearview mirror to see Peter running after her. She floored it.


“Fuck!” she screamed, pounding the steering wheel. “Fucking think!” She could go to her parents, but what would they do? The police. She had to call the police. She grabbed her cell phone, but dialed the Find Ernie hotline instead of 911. Pat picked up.


“Find Ernie hotline. Do you have a tip for us?”


“Pat, it’s Rhonda. I need to talk to Warren.”


“He’s not here.”


“Where is he?” Rhonda’s voice was frantic.


“I don’t know, Rhonda. I haven’t seen him all day. Or last night for that matter. He might be at home with Jim.”


Rhonda turned left, toward town. Pat and Jim’s house was on the way to the Mini Mart. She’d stop by there first and find Warren.


“Pat, listen to me. I think Peter has Ernie at his mother’s house. Out on Lake Street. I think she’s in the garage.”


“What? Are you sure?”


“I saw her shoes, Pat. I’m going to hang up and call Crowley right now. Peter knows I know. He may move her. Or worse.”















It’s all come crashing down. The rabbit suit is unpacked from its secret hiding place in a box at the back of a closet no one would ever think to look in. A faux fur pelt. Enormous ears, pink inside. Oh, the secrets those ears have heard! The heady secrets of little girls, whispered in soft, sugary breaths.


One last time, the rabbit suit will be worn. One last time, Peter Rabbit will come to life.












AUGUST 10, 1993





THEY HAD DONE the play the past two nights and tonight’s performance would be the last and greatest. Rhonda floated across the stage, saying her lines as if in a dream she hoped she would never wake up from.


“Do you know,” Rhonda, as the now elderly Wendy, said as she sat in the rocking chair by the window, peering out into the night, “I sometimes wonder if I ever did really fly.”


Over the past weeks, she had sensed change was coming. She sensed it each time she heard Peter speak, calling out directions, throwing them their lines. It was there in the way his voice was starting to crack when he let out his crow through the woods. She heard change in the tilt and tremble, the slight squeak of his call; felt its powerful presence looming like a monster under the trapdoor, waiting to ruin everything in the final act.


In the last days leading up to the play, they addressed each other in character all day long, losing track of their old selves as easily as Peter Pan lost his shadow.


But shadows, as Rhonda showed Peter on stage, can be sewn back. And after tonight, Rhonda wondered, would they put their old selves back on? Would it really be that simple?


“And I wonder,” Rhonda as Wendy said, “if I would now remember the way.”


The final scene in their version of the play, the one Peter wrote, had Wendy as an old woman (Rhonda wore a gray wig and drew wrinkles on her heavily powdered face) trying to remember just where it was Peter Pan lived and what it had been like there. Finally, after a great struggle, after trying to remember if Peter sang or crowed, if he had really taught them to fly, if he was even real at all, Rhonda, as Wendy, had a flash—a line that came to her, and it was the last line of the play. She stood up slowly from her chair, hobbled over to the window with her cane, pulled back the curtain, and remembered out loud, “Second star to the right, and straight on till morning.”


Rhonda, there on the stage that night, had a sudden vision of herself as an adult, saying that line quietly on some far-off night as she stared up at the sky, like it might help bring her back. Back to Peter, to that summer. To Lizzy, her once upon a time twin. To her character Wendy who she was afraid of becoming, because Wendy forgets, little by little, and Rhonda did not want to forget, not one tiny piece. Not the way Peter looked in his green outfit they’d sewn felt leaves to. The way he smelled green all summer, like trees and roots, like growing things. She didn’t want to forget Lizzy, who truly became Captain Hook, running through the woods with a bent wire coat hanger sticking out of her sleeve, a real felt pirate’s hat on her head, cocked sideways. The way Lizzy got to die at the end of the play, tossed to the crocodile, who gobbled her up as she screamed.


She did not want to forget the toothy crocodile, played by Tock Clark, who had been their worst enemy forever and then suddenly wasn’t anymore. Tock Clark whom they all had hated, Peter most of all, until something changed, as big things always do when you’re young, but as an adult, you can never remember just what it was. All you can do is pull back the curtain, thinking you half-remember the way back. Second star to the right, and straight on till morning. And there, through the window, at the edge of the horizon, is the crocodile’s smile, Peter’s crow, and his adamant line—I shall never grow up!—called out in a voice cracking with change.


“Second star to the right, and straight on till morning,” Rhonda said there in her Wendy nightgown, and she also heard herself say it in some alternate universe, where she was a grown woman trying to find her way back.


Rhonda spoke the last line and the crowd was up on its feet, applauding. Hooting, whistling, screaming, “Bravo!” Rhonda looked out into the rows of chairs set up in the clearing. Every one of them had been filled. There, in the front row, were her parents, and Daniel and Aggie. Next to them was Laura Lee Clark in a sequined gown. Some of the men her father worked with were there, and all of the parents of the lost boys, pirates, and Indians. There were children too young or too shy to have been given roles. Tinker Bell’s parents recorded the entire play with a video camera.


Rhonda was joined on stage by the entire cast, and, arms around each other, they took their final bow.




THE PROCESSION THROUGH the woods to Rhonda’s house was noisy and chaotic. The pirates and lost boys were sword fighting. Tock was snapping imaginary crocodile jaws at everyone. Laura Lee was telling a story about Sandy Duncan.


The two picnic tables in Rhonda’s yard were covered in dishes everyone had brought. There were four different pasta salads, a frightening-looking Jell-O mold, a cake shaped like a pirate ship complete with mast and sails, shish kebabs, burgers, and hotdogs, chips and dip, a tray of Swedish meatballs being kept warm by a can of Sterno, pigs in a blanket, coolers full of beer and soda, and two bowls of punch with fruit floating in it.


Daniel was sword fighting with Peter and Lizzy. Peter, still in character, looked very serious and fought hard against his father, like he was out for blood with his wooden sword.


Tinker Bell was riding high on her father’s shoulders. “I’ll make you a copy of the video,” her dad promised Justine, who smiled, said, “That would be lovely,” and heaped more Swedish meatballs on his plate.


As the evening progressed, the punch flowed freely. Daniel and Clem had dragged the stereo from the living room, then cranked up Van Morrison. People started dancing. Clem danced with Rhonda. Daniel and Laura Lee swung each other drunkenly through the crowd. Justine stood by the food table, tapping her foot in time with the music. Aggie danced by herself, going in circles around a tiki torch, eyes closed, arms stretched out toward the sky. At one point, when Rhonda passed in front of her on her way to get more cake, Aggie said, “Rhonda, you were marvelous! It’s such a sad ending, though, don’t you think?”


Rhonda shrugged.


“I mean, Peter and Wendy don’t get to be together. She grows old. He doesn’t. He gets to live out eternity in Neverland with that little fairy. And Wendy has nothing.”


“But it was what she wanted,” Rhonda said, her voice sounding squeaky and defensive. “To go home, I mean.”


Aggie looked up over Rhonda’s shoulders.


Peter was calling to Rhonda from across the table and Rhonda excused herself from Aggie, forgetting all about the cake she’d meant to get.



Peter passed out cups of rum punch to Rhonda, Tock, and Lizzy, urging them to drink up. Clem went and spoke to Aggie, who laughed, closed her eyes, and kept dancing, spilling punch but seeming not to notice or care. When Clem returned to the food table, Justine snapped at him, words Rhonda couldn’t hear, and he hung his head like a beaten dog. Justine turned and marched into the house, slamming the door. Clem, who rarely drank, poured himself a cup of punch and downed it in two gulps. Aggie opened her eyes again and beckoned him over with seductive waves of her fingers. Clem stood his ground and poured himself another cup of punch.


“Dance with me,” Aggie called.


He shook his head.


“Suit yourself,” she said, and began to dance alone, her arms circling slowly at first, then fast like a windmill. She came forward and bumped against the picnic table, losing her balance. She put down her arm to steady herself, and her hand went right into the tray of Swedish meatballs.


“Shit!” she screamed, waving her burned hand wildly through the air. The meatballs had fallen off their metal stand and knocked over the Sterno. The paper tablecloth caught fire. A pile of napkins and paper plates went up in flames.


Aggie laughed. “Someone call 911,” she cackled. Around her, people began batting at the fire with paper plates and dumping cups of punch on it. There was much staggering and laughter as pineapple and maraschino cherries flew through the air, landing on the flaming table like little meteorites. Clem dashed to get the hose at the side of the house, but it was in tangles and wouldn’t reach the table. He began the slow process of unknotting it, cursing the whole time, yelling, “Stay back!”


In the midst of the chaos, Rhonda watched Peter and Tock slip away into the woods. She looked for Lizzy, but Captain Hook was nowhere to be seen.












JUNE 17, 2006





PATCHES. THAT WAS the name of the border collie who found her. The farmer and Patches were just out for a walk when Patches began to whine, sniff, and dig at the dirt. The dirt moved away and the farmer saw the sheet of plywood. He pulled it back. When Ella Starkee looked up at him, the sun blinded her and she saw only his tall shadow. She thought he was God and waited for an elephant joke. When he didn’t tell her one, she thought maybe it was her turn.


“What’s big and gray and goes around and around in circles?” Ella asked.


“I see a ladder here,” the farmer said. Patches whined.


“An elephant stuck in a revolving door,” Ella said.


“You’re okay,” he told her as he lowered the ladder. “I’m going to get you out of here.”





WARREN’S CAR WASN’T in the driveway of Pat and Jim’s tiny modular home. Rhonda jumped out of the Honda and pounded on the door anyway. While she waited, she reached into the pocket of her jeans, found Lizzy’s abandoned button, and worked her fingers over it. Jim answered, looking more scruffy and disheveled than usual, like she’d just interrupted a nap on the couch.


“Warren’s not here?” Rhonda asked.


Jim shook his head. “Try the Mini Mart. He left for there a couple hours ago.”


“No. He’s not there, and he’s not answering his cell phone. I’ve really gotta find him.”


“Is there news?” Jim asked.


Rhonda told him about her discovery and the call she’d made to the police. “Crowley and his guys should be there by now. They might have found Ernie already. God, wouldn’t that be something?”


Jim nodded. “It sure would be good for all this to be over. Poor Pat’s been through the wringer. She doesn’t eat. Doesn’t sleep. She’s just been…consumed.”


“You know, I heard about her sister—the one who was killed when they were kids.”


Jim shifted in the doorway. Rubbed his eyes. “She doesn’t talk about it much. But it’s a hell of a thing for anyone to go through—to see your baby sister hit and dragged like that. And they were close. Real close. She and Birdie were inseparable.”


The name hit Rhonda in the solar plexus, knocking the air from her lungs, rendering her unable to speak for several seconds.


“Birdie?” she asked at last, a whispery gasp.


Hadn’t that been the name the rabbit called Ernie, the one on the hidden note Katy told them about?


One of the many clues that had never made any sense.


“Her sister Rebecca,” Jim explained. “That’s what Pat always called her. ’Cause when she was born she’d peck her little head just like a bird.”












AUGUST 10, 1993





RHONDA LEFT THE chaos of the burning picnic table, the laughing and screaming adults spilling punch, her father dousing the flames with the garden hose he’d finally managed to untangle with Rhonda’s help.


She slipped away quietly, down the path back toward the stage. It was dark, but the moon was out. It didn’t matter though; she knew the way by heart. She could make the five-minute walk along the narrow trail blindfolded and not bump into a single tree.


The path dipped. Her nightgown rippled in the breeze, making her feel more like a ghost than a girl.


Ahead of her, she heard crying. Behind her, the loud thump of Van Morrison.


She hurried into the clearing and there, in the moonlight, she saw the three of them on the stage. Peter with a hammer. Tock with her arms wrapped around Lizzy, who was collapsed on the floor beside the trapdoor, sobbing.


It looked, to Rhonda, like they were rehearsing a scene from a play Rhonda didn’t recognize.


“What’s going on?” she called out.


“You’re just in time, Rhonda,” Peter said.


“For what?” she asked.


“We’re going to tear the whole thing down,” he told her. “Now come up here and give me a hand.”












JUNE 17, 2006





IT WAS QUARTER of nine by the time Rhonda pulled into the Mini Mart. The gas signs were off and the store and garage were dark, but Pat’s car was there in the lot.


Rhonda got to the front door and found it unlocked. Slowly, she opened it, hearing the little electronic ding-dong that went off at the registers as she entered.


She did a quick scan of the Mini Mart. No Pat. No Warren.


“Hello?” she called, her voice squeaky, hesitant.


She went back to the front door and looked out across the parking lot toward the road. No one. Nothing.


How could she never have considered Pat a suspect before? Pat knew Trudy and Ernie. But it still didn’t make sense. Pat had been so earnest in her search for Ernie. She so desperately wanted to find the little girl.


Had Pat and Peter been in on it together? Or was Rhonda wrong about Peter?



Rhonda had never been alone in the Mini Mart before. She’d never noticed the low droning hum of the coolers and air conditioning. The place was full of barely audible clicks and whirs. At each new noise, she turned to look over her shoulder.


She was sure she could hear breathing.


“Pat?”


Rhonda walked through the store, around the racks of snack cakes and chips, finally stepping behind the register, where she flipped the wall switches, making the store blaze with light. She looked up at the rows of cigarettes, the warnings about selling tobacco and alcohol to underage kids, which included a visual guide to acceptable photo IDs. The counter was covered in scratched Plexiglas and, under it, was a list of prices for beer, soda, coffee, and dairy products. She heard a low rumble in the back corner—just the soda fountain machine making ice.


She made her way to the abandoned volunteer table. Notepads, telephones, and the laptop were scattered across the surface. And there was a Styrofoam cup nearly full of hot chocolate. Rhonda picked it up—still warm.


“Rhonda.”


The voice behind her made Rhonda jump, spilling the warm cocoa on the leg of her jeans. “Jesus!” she yelped, spinning around to face Pat.


“I didn’t mean to startle you,” Pat said. “I was doing some work in my office and thought I heard a noise.”


“I…” Rhonda stammered. “I just wondered if there was any word yet.”


Pat shook her head. “Not yet.” She eyed the cup of hot chocolate in Rhonda’s hand.


“Looks like maybe Warren showed up?” Rhonda asked.


Pat gave a slow nod. “He’s in my office, actually. I think he’s got some things to explain to you.”


Rhonda set the Styrofoam cup down, wiped her hands on her jeans, and looked across the store and down the hall that led to the office.


“It’s time he told you the truth,” Pat said.


“Truth?” Rhonda murmured. Pat gestured toward the back hall, reminding Rhonda of the way the white rabbit had guided her through the woods that Easter long ago.


Now Warren was the basket of candy.


Hesitantly, with Pat half a step behind her, Rhonda made her way to the office. She opened the door and stepped inside.


“Where is—” Rhonda said.


Pat slipped in and closed the door behind them, standing with her back against it. Next to the door, a large crowbar leaned against the wall. Pat bent and picked it up in one quick move.












AUGUST 10, 1993





WHY?” RHONDA SAID. “Why would you want to wreck our stage?”


“Because it’s over,” Peter said.


“What is?” Rhonda hoped he meant things with him and Tock. Maybe Tock and Lizzy were secretly in love. Right then, up on stage, Tock spooned against Lizzy, whispering in her ear, they looked like two people in love. Rhonda was almost embarrassed for them. But jealous at the same time. Whatever this big thing was that was happening between them, Rhonda wasn’t a part of it and she had been a part of everything in Lizzy’s life up till then.


“Do you trust me, Ronnie?” Peter asked.


She nodded.


“Then help me do this.” He held out his hand and Rhonda joined him on stage. Together, they grabbed the sheet with the painted scene of the Darling children’s nursery and ripped it down. Behind it were the blue water and palm trees of Neverland.


“But Peter—” Rhonda began.


“We need more tools,” Peter said, jumping off the stage, running behind it to the box where they kept a few basics. He returned with a crowbar and saw.


“It’s time,” Tock whispered, pulling Lizzy up. Lizzy picked up the hammer Peter had been holding and started hitting the floorboards, cautiously at first, then using all of her force. Tock picked up the crowbar and began ripping floorboards up, the rusty nails screeching.


Peter was sawing at the two-by-four frame of the wall that held the backdrops. “It’s over,” he said, more to himself than anyone in particular. Lizzy dropped the hammer and started to cry.


“Lizzy?” Rhonda said, walking over to her friend, putting a hand on her shoulder. “What happened, Lizzy?”


“Let her be,” Tock warned, coming toward them with the crowbar in her hand. Rhonda backed away.


“Ronnie, I need you over here,” Peter called. He was pushing on the left side of the backdrop frame, making it sway. “Grab the other end.”


Rhonda went over and wrapped her hands around the two-by-four, imagining it was Tock’s neck.


“No one ever has to know,” Tock whispered to Lizzy.


Know what? Rhonda screamed inside her head. What did you do to my best friend?


“Pull!” Peter shouted.


The back wall didn’t budge. Rhonda jumped up, grabbed hold of the board that ran across the top of the frame, and swung there, the Neverland landscape behind her: blue water, even bluer sky, the shoreline of their island.


I sometimes wonder if I ever did really fly…


She thought of Lizzy hanging from the closet, trying to stretch herself, to grow taller. She could just hear the music pumping out of the speakers back in the bright chaos of her yard: “Brown-eyed Girl.” Van Morrison crooned, Do you remember when we used to sing…


There was a cracking sound and the wall broke free, tipping, sending Peter and Rhonda down, a pile of boards and the tangled sheet with the painted island on top of them, a searing pain in Rhonda’s forehead, like everything in there—all her memories of Lizzy and Peter, and all the random things she’d learned, like lines from their plays and the shape of buttons on the uniform of a Confederate soldier—was trying to find a way back out. She closed her eyes. Let the shoreline of Neverland cover her, hold her, threaten to never let her go.












JUNE 17, 2006





PAT HEFTED THE crowbar and rested it on her shoulder casually. “He was just supposed to take her to the woods. Leave her there. She would’ve stayed put and we would’ve found her in a few hours.”


Rhonda nodded, took a step back, bumping up against the large metal desk. “Who?” she asked.


“Little Ernie, of course. I was going to find her. It was all arranged.”


It made sense in a horrible sort of way. Pat’s guilt over what happened to her sister. An opportunity, years later, to redeem herself. To be the hero. Even if it meant staging a kidnapping. She’d have her fifteen minutes of fame. Be redeemed. The whole town would benefit, really. It would be Ella Starkee all over again.


But if it wasn’t Pat in the rabbit suit that day, who was it? Had she talked Peter into taking the little girl? Blackmailed him somehow?



“It was you who visited Ernie all along, right? You wanted to be the one to develop the relationship. To build trust.”


Pat stared, stone-faced.


“You picked her up in Laura Lee’s car. I bet she liked it. It must have made her so happy, to see the rabbit waiting for her, ready to take her to the cemetery.”


Pat gave a wistful little smile. “Rabbit Island,” she whispered, relaxing her grip on the crowbar.


“Right, Rabbit Island. I saw one of Ernie’s drawings,” Rhonda said. “She made it look like paradise.”


“Yes. She loved it there. She loved me.”


Rhonda nodded. “Who did you get to wear the suit that last day, Pat? Who took her? Where is she now?”


“You’re a smart girl.” Pat’s eyes blazed now as she spoke. “I thought you’d have it figured out by now.”


Rhonda shook her head. She put her hand back on the desk and felt around. Her desperate fingers found only papers. Magazines. A pen.


“Warren,” Pat said, the name an angry hum through her clenched teeth. “It was Warren. Warren killed her.”


“No,” Rhonda almost laughed. “He wasn’t even here. He was in Pennsylvania.”


“I offered him money. Five hundred dollars. An easy job for a college kid. Just pick her up, drive a few miles, and drop her off. I drew him a goddamn map.”


“You’re lying!” Rhonda said. “Where is he? What did you do to him?”


Pat continued: “Then he’d lie low and tell everyone he’d come up to help out the next day. Driven all night, that was the story. He heard about the kidnapping and wanted to help. Such a good boy.”


Rhonda reached back, stretched her arm across the desk until her fingers found the cool, smooth edge of the granite stone, felt the indentations of engraved letters: PAT HEBERT, STATION OWNER AND MANAGER. She grabbed it. Heavy. Seven or eight pounds maybe.


“Good boy, my ass!” Pat hissed. She clenched the crowbar.


“He killed her. He took my little Birdie and he…”


“No!” Rhonda raised the stone and aimed for Pat’s temple. She made contact, and the force of it vibrated through her arm and into her chest. The crowbar slipped from Pat’s hands, clanking on the ground. Then Pat herself went down.


Rhonda, gripping the granite stone in her hands, stepped carefully over Pat and opened the door.


“Shit, shit, shit,” she whispered, trying to calm herself. What had she done?


“I didn’t have a choice,” Rhonda whispered, trying to convince herself. “Warren?” she called out.


She peered carefully left, toward the store, and right, down the hall toward the garage. No one. Quiet. She tiptoed across the hall and into the dark storeroom, felt for the switch, and turned on the lights, only to find herself face-to-face with a tall man in sunglasses and a baseball cap. She swung and knocked him flat.


“Fuck!”


She’d knocked down a life-size cardboard cutout of a race car driver advertising motor oil.


“Good shot, Farr,” Rhonda told herself. Her hands were shaking.


She backed out of the storeroom, keeping the light on. She wanted every corner blazing.


Adrenaline buzzed through her body. She turned and faced the metal door leading to the garage. EMPLOYEES ONLY, warned a red-lettered metal sign.


She looked for a light switch to the garage outside the door leading to it. No such luck. She’d have to go in and feel her way around. Still clutching the heavy PAT stone in her hand, she pushed the door open and stepped into the garage, where she smelled burned rubber, oil, and exhaust. An engine was running. The metal door swung closed behind her with a loud thunk. After the fluorescent bright hallway, her eyes could make out nothing in the inky black garage. The air was hot and thick, full of exhaust. She turned and felt along the wall for a switch. There was one to the right of the door: four switches, all pointed down. Using her index finger, she flipped them all up and turned around.


Rhonda’s heart jackhammered. She dropped the stone, which hit the cement floor and cracked, the words PAT HEBERT breaking off from STATION OWNER AND MANAGER.


There, in the far bay, was Warren’s car. The rabbit was strapped into the driver’s seat. The car was running, and a length of hose ran from the exhaust pipe to the back window cracked open.


“Shit!” Rhonda leaped forward, hurried to the car. She pulled the hose from the exhaust pipe and went around to the driver’s side. Locked. “Shit!”


Back to the tool bench, where she found a small sledgehammer. Two swings and she’d shattered the front passenger side window. She reached in, pushed the button to unlock the doors, then returned to the driver’s side and opened the door. The rabbit was leaning back, seat reclined like he was just taking a little bunny nap. She leaned over him, turned off the car, then found the button to release the seat belt.


He was heavy. Dead weight. No, she thought, not dead. Can’t be dead. Can’t be a killer.


She dragged him from the car. Laid him down on the cement floor of the garage.


Air. She had to get air. She unlatched the lock on the overhead door of the left bay of the garage and yanked it open. She took a deep breath, then crouched beside the rabbit. She placed two hands on the mask, and gently, ever so gently, she pulled it off.


A sob escaped her lips. She snatched her cell phone from her pocket and dialed 911.



While Rhonda waited for the ambulance, she thought about Ella Starkee—how the Magic Man was found dead in his living room the day Ella was rescued and was able to describe him and his car. He was a thirty-two-year-old janitor, described by coworkers and neighbors as a helpful, friendly man. Later, in a televised interview, Ella had only this to say about his death: “It’s sad, really. Sometimes, a person does a bad thing but it doesn’t make them a bad person. Sometimes…” she paused here, twirled her hair in her fingers, then looked straight at the camera, “sometimes, what a person needs most is to be forgiven.”












AUGUST 15, 1993





DANIEL HAD BEEN gone for five days. Aggie was pacing in Rhonda’s living room, talking to Clem and Justine. Rhonda hovered in the kitchen, out of their line of sight, but where she could hear perfectly. She heard Aggie’s footsteps, the fevered pitch of her speech.


“Something’s happened to him,” Aggie insisted as she rattled the ice cubes in her empty glass, a not-so-subtle hint for one of them to pour her another gin and tonic.


“Ag, you’re overreacting,” Clem told her. “He’s just lying low. Guaranteed he’ll be back any minute now hungover and all fired up about some cockamamie money-making scheme.”


“He’s never been gone this long,” Aggie said. “A night or two. But not this long. Do you know what I did today, Clem? I even called up Laura Lee.”


Clem cleared his throat. “What did she say?”



“She claimed not to know a thing, but I think she was lying.”


“Why do you say that?” Justine asked.


“Because that’s what women like her do. They lie.”


Clem mumbled something Rhonda couldn’t make out, then she heard Aggie softly sobbing.


“I’ll go put on some coffee,” Justine said, and Rhonda darted back to her room.




“WILL DANIEL REALLY come back?” Rhonda asked. She and her father were side by side in his old car in the woods.


“Of course, sweetie. Of course he will. Don’t you worry.”


But Rhonda was worried. If Daniel was out of the picture, what was going to stop Clem and Aggie from being together all the time? Surely not Rhonda’s mother. Clem would leave Justine and Rhonda and pick up his old life with Aggie. The thought of it made Rhonda’s stomach ache. She reached up and touched the wiry stitches above her eye. There were seven of them. Lucky number. Right.


Peter got nine stitches. Tock and Lizzy hadn’t been hurt at all when the wall came down. But the weird thing was, Lizzy hadn’t said a word since that night. Not to Rhonda or Peter, not even to Tock.


“She just needs a little time,” Tock said. “Let’s all quit bugging her about it.”




CLEM TURNED AND looked at their ruined stage once again. “I still don’t get it,” he said. “Did you all have some kind of fight?”


“Sort of,” Rhonda said, unwilling to admit to her father that she really had no idea why they’d torn it down, other than that Peter had told them to.


“It just seems like such a shame,” Clem said. Above them, the pirate flag flapped in the breeze, the painted skeleton face the one remnant of their play that hadn’t been destroyed.


“I’ve been thinking,” Rhonda said, eager to change the subject.


“Nineteen seventy-nine was the year Peter was born.”


Clem’s jaw tensed. He gripped the cracked steering wheel and stared out at the woods in front of him, imagining some invisible road. “Yes. It was.”


“So that means Peter is your son, right? My brother.” The words felt thick and bitter in her mouth: son, brother.


Clem closed his eyes. Shook his head. “No. He’s Daniel’s son. You can see that, right? He’s the spitting image of his dad.”


“But if you and Aggie were married…” She opened the glove compartment and found only a tangle of wires and the shredded leaves of an abandoned mouse nest.


Clem sighed. Got that faraway look in his eyes he did just before telling one of his stories.


“I remember standing in front of the nursery window and pointing Peter out to nurses, visitors, any passers-by. My son. My boy. My Yankee doodle, born on the Fourth of July, all-American kid.”


Clem played with the gear shift on the steering column, put his foot on the gas pedal, and pushed it to the floor. It let out a rusty squeak of protest, reminding them they weren’t going anywhere.


“It was exactly a year before I found out the truth,” Clem continued. “Peter’s first birthday. We had a little party in the backyard with Daniel. He brought red, white, and blue hats, streamers and sparklers. I went inside to put the baby to bed, but I forgot his blanket. It was his special blanket, he never let go of it. When I came back out into the yard to get it, I saw them: Daniel and Aggie. They were…” he cleared his throat. Rhonda nodded, trying hard to imagine the scene—all of them so young, her father married to Aggie, thinking he’d had a baby with her; thinking his life was perfect until that moment.



“When I stepped out the back door into the yard that night, I heard this strange popping sound inside my head, like a little explosion of bright white light cleaning everything out.”


Rhonda nodded. It was a little like how she felt tearing down the stage; like everything she knew and understood was somehow over.


“I knew right then that Peter was Daniel’s son. I think part of me knew it all along, even in the very beginning. But I pushed that part to the back of my brain. We believe what we want to believe, Ronnie; even when the truth is right there under our noses.”












JUNE 18, 2006





SOMETIMES YOU MAKE up a lie and it becomes this safe little house you live inside,” Warren said. “But it’s not really safe. The foundation is bad, ready to crumble and the people you invite inside with you, they’re all in danger, too.”


Rhonda bit her lip and took a step back, willing herself not to cry. She stood beside Crowley at one in the morning, listening to Warren’s confession against the backdrop of beeping monitors and doctors being paged over the intercom. Warren had pulled the oxygen mask off his face and it lay hissing at his chin, a whispered warning that seemed, to Rhonda, to be saying, Don’t listen. None of it is true.


Warren had declined the offer to remain silent or to have a lawyer present, eager to hurry up and tell his story at last. The beginning of his story was much like Pat’s story: after building a rapport with Ernie with herself in the suit, Pat offered Warren five hundred dollars to come up to Pike’s Crossing, put on the suit, and take the girl one last time. She knew Trudy bought lottery tickets and cigarettes every Monday afternoon, after picking Ernie up at school, and that Trudy always left Ernie in the car during this stop. Warren was supposed to take the girl and drop her off in the woods off of Route 6. Pat had picked a spot. The idea was that she’d wander around lost for a few hours, overnight at the worst, but Pat would find her and bring her home. The lost girl would be found. The story would have a happy ending, just like what happened down in Virginia.


“But it didn’t work out that way,” Warren said, looking away from Rhonda and Crowley. “Pat had showed me right where the drop-off should be, but once I was driving along dressed in a rabbit suit, in a stolen car, I got nervous, you know? So I decided to take the long way around the lake, took that dirt road that snakes through the state forest, it seemed…less conspicuous. The map said it would connect with Route 6 just outside of town.


“I was all pumped up, scared as hell, the road was going on forever, all twists and turns. And I couldn’t see well through those fucking eyes. I was sweating like a pig. I mean, I’ve never done anything like this before. And the little girl, she was telling me a story about her day…” Warren stopped, swallowed, wiped at his forehead, then continued. “About how in school, it had been Letter F day: they made an F poster, ate fruit, had a contest to see which team could come up with the most words that started with letter F.” He mopped at his brow with the back of his hand, and was quiet for a long moment.


“So, we got to this hairpin turn and I didn’t see it coming. I was going too fast, I guess. I slammed on the brakes and jerked the wheel to the left, and the little girl, she wasn’t belted in…” He chewed his lip. Tears welled in his eyes. “It happened so fast. She was knocked against the door and I guess it wasn’t closed all the way or something, because all of a sudden, the door was open and she was gone. Just like that.”


“You’re saying she fell out?” Crowley asked. “The door just happened to open all by itself?”


“The latch—it was broken,” Rhonda whispered. Like she’d told Warren days ago: Shit luck and random chaos.


“What?” Warren asked.


“Peter was supposed to fix it. It was written in the schedule at the garage. Laura Lee said the door wouldn’t stay closed unless it was locked.”


Crowley scribbled in his notebook.


Warren started to cry, and Rhonda’s first instinct was to go to him, offer comfort to him. But she couldn’t. Not knowing that it had been he who looked across the parking lot at her through painted mesh eyes. He who took Ernie on her last trip to Rabbit Island.


She didn’t want to believe that it was possible. It seemed like some sick cosmic joke. The only person she’d trusted through all of this, the man she’d started to fall in love with, had been the rabbit she’d been chasing all along.


Maybe you’ll catch up to him one of these days, Warren had told her just this morning.


Now here he was. She closed her eyes tight, trying to make it all go away. But there was still the oxygen hiss, the beeping.


Warren had stopped the car and run back to where Ernie had fallen out. She had tumbled down a steep embankment, and lay awkwardly, horribly still, on a pile of rocks. He scrambled down to her and saw at once that she was dead. Crowley pressed for details—how could Warren be so sure she was dead, not just knocked out? Warren described her battered little head, the impossible angle of her neck, the staring eyes, the long, desperate minutes of checking for a pulse, for breath—no, she was dead, and it was his fault. Stupid with panic, he carried Ernie back to the car.


“I knew I couldn’t bring her back. But I couldn’t just leave her there. So…I decided to bury her.”


Rhonda shook her head. Why? she wanted to scream. And she realized what it came down to: Warren had simply made a series of bad choices. Horrible choices. Choices born of the need for quick cash, the chance to make an edgy documentary, the search for a shortcut, and, finally, sheer mind-numbing panic. Everything seemed like a good idea, or maybe the only option, at the time. Rhonda really saw him for what he was: a scared nineteen-year-old kid.


“I went back closer to the lake and found an old path through the woods. I carried her in my arms. She was so light.” He paused again.


“And where was this exactly, Warren?” Crowley asked.


“Hm? Oh, on the north side of the lake somewhere, I think. I got sort of turned around. But there was a clearing in a grove of pines. I found a hole there. Like the remnant of an old well or something. I laid her down at the bottom and piled rocks and dirt on top.”


“And Miss Clark’s vehicle?”


“I put the rabbit suit in my gym bag and returned the car, just like we planned. I handed the suit over to Pat and told her that everything had gone according to the plan: that I dropped Ernie off at the edge of the state forest, close to Route 6, right where she’d told me.”


Crowley looked skeptical. “And you expected that she would not find out the truth?”


Warren considered.


“I don’t know what I expected. It just seemed impossible to tell the truth. I could barely believe the truth, you know—like, how did this happen? How could it happen? And I told her the lie so many times over the next few days—she got worried fast, couldn’t figure out what went wrong with her grand plan—that I started to believe it. To convince myself. I actually started to think that the little girl was going to come walking out of the woods at any minute. I could see it so clearly. Her little face all lit up as she told everyone all about her adventures on Rabbit Island. It seemed so…possible.”


Rhonda nodded, looked away from him, focusing her eyes on the monitors that kept track of his pulse and blood pressure.


“Rhonda, I don’t…I’m sorry. Sorry for being dishonest. For leading you in the wrong direction. You know Peter’s keys? I got them from Pat myself and dropped them in the cemetery when we were there, so you’d find them. I did everything I could think of to get you off the trail.”


“So it was all an act then?” Rhonda asked, biting her lip again. I will not cry. I will not let them see me break down. There are enough victims in this story already. “What happened between us. Another trick to distract me?”


“No!” His eyes were moist and sincere. “God, no! Rhonda, what happened between us…it was…the only honest thing I’ve done since I’ve been in Pike’s Crossing.”


Rhonda nodded, unsure of what to believe. She knew she’d started to fall in love with Warren. And her being with him had helped her to let go of Peter—to move on in some intangible way.


“I think that all along, part of me wanted you to discover the truth. Part of me needed all this to be over. I tried to tell you myself. I tried last night, then again this morning. But I couldn’t.”


“So what did you do after you left my place, after your failed attempts to tell me the truth?”


“I drove around for a little, thinking it through. I stopped off at the house to change clothes. Then I went to the Mini Mart. I told Pat what really happened that afternoon, said I was going to Crowley myself. She lost it. She went after me with a crowbar and then I guess she stuffed me in the suit and put me in the car…God, she must have been crazy with rage, to do all that. But I don’t blame her. She loved that little girl. She kept saying how all this was going to save little Ernie, that she’d be the nation’s darling. Have offers for movies and books. Have her face on the front cover of People. Her and Pat together. That’s the way it was supposed to be.”


A nurse came in, lifting the oxygen mask. “You’ve got to keep this on,” she scolded.


Warren pushed it away again.


“Please tell Trudy how sorry I am. Tell her—oh fuck it.” He was crying again. “What can anyone say? Tell her that on Ernie’s last day at school, during that F contest, the word she came up with was fable. Tell her that, would you?”


Rhonda nodded dumbly down at Warren as the nurse attached the mask again, adjusted the flow.


Was that what all this had been? Rhonda wondered. A fable in which the rabbit plays a terrible trick, but at the end they all learn a lesson? But what could possibly be the moral here?












SEPTEMBER 3, 1993





PETER SHOWED UP at Rhonda’s door, breathless.


“I need Clem,” he panted, shoving his way past Rhonda. Clem came out into the living room.


“What is it, Peter?”


“You’ve gotta come quick. It’s Mom. She’s in the bathtub. She used a razor. There’s blood all over!”


Clem ran out of the house with Peter. Rhonda started to join them, but her father stopped her. “Stay here!” he ordered.


Rhonda’s heart thudded in her ears. She went to find her mother to tell her what had happened.


“There’s nothing we can do to help right now,” Justine said.


“Let’s do our best to keep busy.”


So Rhonda sliced vegetables for stew, listening to sirens draw near.


Forty-five minutes later, Clem returned with Peter and Lizzy. Lizzy had a suitcase. Peter carried a knapsack, a sleeping bag, and his old army pup tent, which he went to work setting up in the yard.


“You’ll freeze in there,” Justine warned, handing over a pile of thick blankets from the linen closet.


“Can’t you make him come inside?” Rhonda whined to her parents, who just shook their heads and told her to leave Peter alone for now.


Lizzy went straight to Rhonda’s room, set up her suitcase in the corner, and began doing homework at Rhonda’s desk.


“Want to talk?” Rhonda asked her. Lizzy didn’t even look up.


“Oh that’s right, you don’t talk anymore. I forgot.”


Rhonda stomped out of her room and down the hall, where she caught sight of her parents in the kitchen. Clem was just hanging up from his call to the hospital. Rhonda ducked into the shadowy bathroom to eavesdrop.


“She’s going to pull through,” Clem reported.


“Thank God,” Justine said. “Did they say how long she’ll be there?”


Rhonda heard Clem light a match, take a drag of his cigarette, then exhale. “No idea.”


“I’d think they’d keep her awhile after something like this. And when she does get out, I wonder what shape she’ll be in. Looking after the kids might be too much for her,” Justine said.


“Fucking Daniel,” Clem hissed. “I can’t believe he’s done this. Where the hell is he?”


“Like you said, he’s probably off on a bender. Hiding out from people he owes money to,” Justine said.


“These aren’t the kinds of guys you mess around with,” Rhonda heard her father say to her mother.


“I just wish we could get in touch with him,” Justine said.


“Maybe it’s time to call the police. File a missing person’s report or something. With Aggie in the hospital, someone’s gotta drag his ass out of hiding,” Clem said.





RHONDA HAD A good view of Peter’s tent through her bedroom window and spent most of the afternoon and evening staring at the green canvas door, hoping Peter would emerge, like a caterpillar from a cocoon, beautiful and changed. When he refused to come in for dinner, Justine brought him a plate.


“Let me take it to him,” Rhonda begged.


“Not tonight, sweetie,” Justine said.


At nine o’clock that night, Rhonda was watching through her window when she saw Tock arrive, wearing her red hat and carrying her BB gun. Peter held back the front flap of his tent to invite her in. When Tock left the tent an hour later, the gun was not with her.


“She gave him her gun,” Rhonda said to Lizzy, who was lying in bed with her eyes closed, pretending to sleep. Rhonda could tell she was faking.


“Can you believe it? She gave him her gun!”


Lizzy just moaned and rolled over.




RHONDA WOKE UP in the night to find the mattress and bottom sheet soaked. She shook Lizzy awake.


“Did you piss in the bed?” Rhonda asked, dumbfounded. But there was no other explanation for the warm, stinking urine that soaked them both.


Lizzy said nothing. She didn’t look ashamed or embarrassed. She wore a vacant look, like a sleepwalker.


“I can’t believe this,” Rhonda muttered, flipping on the light.


“Well, let’s get it cleaned up.”


Lizzy stood frozen in a corner and watched Rhonda strip the bed.


“Take off your nightgown,” she instructed. Lizzy didn’t move.



“What is wrong with you?” Rhonda yelled. “Take off the nightgown!” She threw a clean one of her own at Lizzy, who stood, frozen.


“Don’t just stand there!” Rhonda yelled. “Do something! Say something! Just open your mouth and talk!”


There was a knock on the bedroom door and Justine stuck her head in. “What’s going on?”


“Lizzy pissed the bed and won’t change!”


Justine surveyed the mattress and wet sheets on the floor, then went to Lizzy and put an arm around her.


“Come on, dear. Let’s get you into a hot bath.” She led Lizzy down the hall and into the bathroom. Rhonda heard the water running and the soft murmur of her mother’s voice.


Justine returned, carrying Lizzy’s wet nightgown, and grabbed the sheets and Rhonda’s pajamas from the floor.


“What’s the matter with Lizzy?” Rhonda asked.


“You need to be a little gentler with her, Ronnie.”


“It’s one thing to not talk, but to just stand there like a freaking statue…”


“Rhonda, Lizzy was the one who found Aggie today.”


“Oh.” The word felt small and round coming from Rhonda’s lips.


“She’s been through a lot,” Justine said. “A lot more than anyone knows, I think.”


Rhonda bit her lip. “Is she ever going to talk again?”


Justine nodded. “I’m sure she will. When she’s ready. Pestering her, making a fuss, that never helps anything. We just need to be patient.”












JUNE 25, 2006





RHONDA, IT’S PETER.” She hadn’t spoken to him since the night she sent the police to his door searching for Ernie. She didn’t know how to begin to apologize. And she still had so many questions—like who was he with at the Inn and Out Motel and why had he lied about it?


“I’ve been meaning to call,” she said. “I’m so sorry for everything, and I…”


“Ronnie,” he interrupted, “last night the police found a body.”


Rhonda closed her eyes. At last, it was over. The police had been searching the woods around Nickel Lake for Ernie’s body since Warren and Pat were taken into custody. Rhonda had studiously avoided the news stories about the botched kidnapping. She didn’t want to hear the pile of charges being heaped against Pat and Warren. The one piece of news she’d heard had haunted her. When the police searched Pat’s office, they found a little girl’s sneaker soaked in blood, decades old. Pat had kept Birdie’s shoe with her all these years, a gruesome reminder of her loss.


Rhonda heard Peter breathing into the phone.


“Where?” she asked. “Where did they find it?”


Rhonda hated herself the minute she said the words, turning Ernie from a her into an it.


“In our woods, Ronnie. Under the old stage.”


There was a long pause. Rhonda drew in a breath. She heard a strange crackle on the phone line. She felt a pain in her head and reached up instinctively and ran her finger over the scar. Rhonda had this crazy idea then. She thought maybe they’d just dug up that old bogeyman. He’d decomposed to the point where they looked at him and thought he’d once been a person. Maybe that was the body they’d found—their childhood fears given form, weighted down by stones, as if such a weight could hold them down forever.


“That can’t be,” Rhonda found herself saying, more of a gasp than a sentence.


“I want you to get in your car right now and come straight over here, Ronnie. Get here as soon as you can. We have to talk before you see anyone else, especially the police, okay?”


“The police?”


“Yeah, they’re going to want to talk to you.”


“But I don’t understand,” Rhonda said, her voice sounding squeaky and strange; it was her eleven-year-old voice.


“I know you don’t. That’s why you need to come see me. Promise me you’re on your way.”


“I promise,” she said, the words tumbling easily out of Rhonda’s tight, dry mouth.




RHONDA HUNG UP with Peter and met Crowley coming up the steps to her apartment as soon as she opened the front door.



“Has something happened to Warren?” she asked. The last time she’d seen Crowley was at Warren’s bedside a week ago.


“Warren? No. He’s fine. He’s out of the hospital and a guest of the department of corrections. Pat too. They kept her in the hospital awhile because she hasn’t said a word since you hit her. The docs say there’s nothing wrong physically—just won’t talk.”


Rhonda nodded. Elective mutism, she thought. Jingled the keys in her hands.


“Got a minute, Miss Farr?” he asked.


“I was just on my way out.”


“This won’t take long. Can we go inside?”


She offered him a cup of coffee from the pot she’d just turned off and they sat together at her table, stirring milk and sugar into lukewarm coffee.


“Tell me about the summer of 1993. The August Daniel Shale disappeared. You did a play then—Peter Pan, right?”


Rhonda was taken aback by the question.


“Uh, right. I was Wendy.”


Crowley sat across from Rhonda, taking notes as they spoke, referring to his black book as he questioned her. But the questions he asked made no sense.


“I’m not sure what this has to do with…”


“Just answer the questions, Miss Farr,” Crowley cut her off.


“Now, if you would please, take me back to that summer. Tell me about the play. About the last time you saw Daniel Shale.”


“Daniel? Um, the last time I remember seeing him was the evening of the play.”


“Right,” he said, thumbing through his book, “the play ended, to the best of everyone’s recollection, around seven thirty, then you had a cookout. Now can you remember anything unusual about that evening? About him?”


Rhonda strained to remember. She thought of the photographs in Clem’s album, which showed all of them after the play. Lizzy up on Daniel’s shoulders. Daniel sword fighting with Peter.


“He was clean shaven. He’d always had this thick walrus kind of mustache but sometime that summer he shaved. There are pictures in my father’s album of him that night.”


“I’ve seen the photographs. Your parents said you have a video of the play?”


“Yeah, I borrowed it a couple weeks ago.”


“Would you mind if I took it for a few days?” he asked.


“Not at all,” Rhonda said. She got up and walked into the living room, where she found it on the shelf below the television—where she left it the morning she and Warren watched it together, cuddling on the couch. She shrugged the memory off, grabbed the tape, and headed back to Crowley. When she returned to the kitchen, Crowley was up, snooping through papers on the counter—old grocery lists and receipts.


“Can you remember anything else unusual about that night?”


“Not really. We had kind of a party after the play. Families from the cottages down on the lake came because their kids were in the show. We were all in our yard eating hot dogs and burgers. Aggie, Peter and Lizzy’s mom, got a little tipsy and accidentally set the picnic table on fire. I guess that’s the most unusual thing that happened.”


“And things broke up shortly after dark. People went home. What did you do, Miss Farr?”


“I…um, went into the woods with some of the kids from the play.”


Crowley flipped through his book.


“Hospital records show you and Peter Shale being seen in the emergency room for stitches around ten o’clock that same evening. Everyone I’ve talked to says that at some point during or shortly after the party in the yard, you, Peter Shale, Lizzy Shale, and Greta Clark went into the woods and tore down the stage. Was there something particular that prompted this?”


Rhonda’s head spun. She went over what few memories she had of tearing down the stage, but they were just a blur in her mind. It didn’t feel like a true memory anymore. It was just a story she had told and retold so many times that it had long ago left any feel of reality behind. When she told the story, it was like recalling a dream. The dream where she and Peter ended up with matching scars.


“I’m not sure,” she admitted. “We all somehow knew it was our last play. Everything changed that summer. Peter and Tock got together. Lizzy was drifting away from us. I guess tearing apart the stage was kind of a symbolic thing.”


“Were Daniel and your father fighting that night? About money? Because Daniel had asked your father for another loan?”


Rhonda remembered a time before, on Peter’s birthday, when Daniel asked Clem for a loan. He said it was to buy tools, but Clem hadn’t believed him—had made some mention of gambling. She and Peter had heard the whole thing from inside their closed coffins.


“That’s pretty much the story Clem, Aggie, and Justine tell,” Crowley continued after listening to her recollections from earlier that summer.


“You’ve talked to Aggie?” Rhonda asked.


Crowley nodded. “A detective in Maryland met with her last night.” Crowley ran a hand through his short hair, glanced down at his notebook, then continued. “Daniel was in trouble with some gambling debts and your father felt he’d bailed him out enough. It sounds like your father did an awful lot for Daniel. Is that the way you remember it?”


“I’m not sure. I guess so. I mean, Daniel had bad luck. He was always coming up with these schemes, but none of them ever panned out. And it seemed like he always owed money to someone. That’s the impression I got anyway, but I was just a kid.”


She thought again of the wings Daniel made, of Peter standing on the shed roof, determined to prove they would work.


“Who took you to the emergency room?” Crowley asked.


“My father and Aggie.”


“Your mother didn’t go?”


“I don’t remember her going. I think she stayed home with Lizzy.”


“And Daniel, where was he when you had your stitches?”


“I have no idea. He wasn’t at the hospital, I don’t think. He must have stayed back with my mother and Lizzy.”


Rhonda reached up and touched her scar. She thought of Peter’s matching scar. Of the way the blood poured down her face, how frightened she was. There was so much blood on both of them. On Lizzy too, because she was there, trying to help them. She took off her pirate jacket and wrapped it around Rhonda’s head. They were all crying so hard. Rhonda didn’t even remember how they got back to her house, or the ride to the hospital. She just remembered being in the same room with Peter and how the doctor pulled the curtain to do the stitches.


“Thank you, Miss Farr, you’ve been helpful.” Crowley was closing his notebook, getting up to go. “One more thing, if you don’t mind,” he added, fumbling in the pocket of his jacket for a small bag that he withdrew and held out for her inspection.


“What can you tell me about this?”


The pink plastic was cracked and grimy, but she recognized it immediately. It had once clung to the roof of her mouth.


“My retainer!” she said at last.


Crowley nodded. “We found it down in the hole with the body.”


Rhonda was quiet a moment while she considered this, remembering the day she and Peter had sat in the hole together and he asked her to take it out. She shivered as she imagined it there beside little Ernie Florucci.


“I used to change costumes down there,” Rhonda explained. “I probably left it in the hole the night of the play. I wouldn’t have worn it on stage. I probably left it down there for safekeeping. God, I thought it was gone forever.”


“Thank you for your time.” He snapped the book closed.


“You’ve been quite helpful.”


“But I don’t understand,” Rhonda said. “What does any of this have to do with Ernie Florucci?”


“Ernie?”


“Yeah, with the body you found in the woods?” Crowley looked perplexed, and Rhonda went on, a bit irritated. “It was Ernie, right? You found her.”


“We didn’t find Ernestine’s body in the woods. Not yet anyway, we’re still looking. There’s a lot of woods around the lake to cover and, unfortunately, Warren hasn’t given us many details to go on.”


“So, what’s this about?”


Rhonda thought again of that old bogeyman, stuffed full of rags and pillows. Of their fears scribbled on slips of paper, folded again and again and dropped into the hole like ruined paper cranes. What had she written on her paper? What did Lizzy and Peter write?


“The body we found has been identified as Daniel Shale. Initial findings are consistent with his being killed around the time he disappeared. Possibly the night of the play. The remnants of his clothes match those shown in the photographs from that day.”


Rhonda felt a peculiar rushing sensation around her head, as though all the air had been suddenly sucked off the porch.


“Killed? How?”


“Yes,” Crowley said. “The preliminary reports say blunt trauma to the head.”












SEPTEMBER 4, 1993





PETER HAD TOCK’S gun out and was practicing his aim, shooting cans off the stone wall at the edge of the yard. Clem gave him pointers, set up the targets, and even let Peter fire his Civil War replica musket a few times.


Rhonda didn’t know how to talk to Peter about what had happened to his parents. It didn’t seem right to bring it up, nor did it seem right not to. She carried her homework out to the picnic table and glanced up often to see Peter shooting cans, Clem patting him on the back, saying, Good shot, son.


Rhonda thought of things to say, how to comfort him, to tell him that everything would be all right—Aggie would get well, Daniel would come home. But every time she opened her mouth to speak, to say the words she practiced in her head, the weight of their inadequacy, their sheer stupidity, kept them in the back of her throat. Her words got stuck there like some vile frog, thick and useless, and when she finally gathered the courage to walk up to him and say something, the only thing that came out was, “Want a Coke?”—to which he just shook his head.


That night, Lizzy didn’t wet the bed, but she didn’t stay silent either. She moaned, howled, spoke in gibberish. She called out for something or someone—the word a blur that sounded, to Rhonda, an awful lot like Peter.


Rhonda shook Lizzy awake.


“He’s outside,” Rhonda told her, trying to comfort Lizzy, whose eyes were wide with panic. Lizzy grabbed hold of Rhonda, dug her nails into Rhonda’s arm. “Peter’s just outside in the tent,” Rhonda told her. Lizzy put her head back down on the pillow and drifted off to sleep.


Rhonda got up and looked out her window to see Peter standing with Tock’s gun. She watched him walk the perimeter of the yard, then return to his tent. From her bedroom window, she studied him, positioned in front of his tent like he was standing guard—holding the gun tight in his hands, gazing off into the distance, looking not brave but somehow resigned, as he stood waiting for some imagined enemy.












JUNE 25, 2006





WHEN RHONDA PULLED into Peter and Tock’s driveway, the first thing she noticed was the two girls playing in the yard. There was Suzy, her heavy silver EPILEPTIC bracelet glinting in the sun, her hair nearly white blond. She had a red toy shovel and bucket in her hand. The other girl was smaller, all knees and elbows, with dark hair held back in pigtails. As Rhonda watched, the dark-haired girl dropped something into a hole. Suzy shoveled sand over it, covering it up. The other little girl leaned down and whispered something in Suzy’s ear.


Ernie?


“Hey, Suz,” Rhonda said, jumping out of her car. “What’re ya up to?” Rhonda studied the dark-haired girl: freckles, brown eyes. She looked an awful lot like the girl in the MISSING poster; the girl Warren said had fallen out of Laura Lee’s car.


“Nothing,” Suzy said.



Rhonda nodded. “Your dad inside?”


“Yep,” she said.


Rhonda went up the steps and knocked. Tock answered. Rhonda instinctively took a step back, remembering the other woman’s rage when they’d last met.


“Rhonda,” she said, stone-faced. “We were starting to think you weren’t coming.” Rhonda couldn’t tell from Tock’s expression if she was grateful or disappointed.


“I got held up,” Rhonda said. She heard voices in the living room. Peter and a woman.


“The girl playing in the yard with Suzy,” Rhonda said, “who is she?”


“Come in,” Tock invited, placing a hand gently on Rhonda’s back. Rhonda flinched. No, not a knife. Just a hand. Tock was guiding her toward the living room, pushing her almost. Rhonda half-expected the room to be full of people who would jump out and yell Surprise! People who would tell her that the past weeks had all just been a trick, a game. Warren would be there in the rabbit suit and say something like, See, Rhonda, things are never what they seem. Even Crowley would be there, peeking out from behind the drapes to give her a we-sure-fooled-you-didn’t-we? wink.


Rhonda looked in and felt all the air drain from her, like an abruptly punctured balloon. There was no party. Just Peter talking with a woman she recognized at once.


“Ronnie,” the woman said. “My God, Ronnie.”


“Lizzy?” Rhonda managed to whisper. The name came out like a question, but there was no doubt. Rhonda stood and walked over to her.


Lizzy wore her hair long still, but had it back in a braid. She had dark eyeliner on and was dressed in faded jeans, black cowboy boots, a white T-shirt.


Rhonda took Lizzy in her arms and clung to her. “I don’t understand,” she whispered.



“I have so much to tell you, Ronnie,” Lizzy said.


“You’re talking,” Rhonda pulled back and studied the face of her long lost friend.


“Not just talking,” Peter said. “She’s a singer. Tell her, Lizzy.”


Lizzy nodded. “I have a band in Seattle. Amazing Grace and the Disciples. We’ve put out a couple albums.”


“Seattle?”


“That’s where I finally landed.”


There was so much to say, so much to ask. Little by little, they sketched out their lives for one another in broad strokes. Tock brought out fruit, bread, and cheese. Peter opened some wine.


“When did you start singing?” Rhonda asked.


“Now there’s a story,” Lizzy said. “See after I left home, I hitchhiked. Ended up in Boston for a while. Lived on the streets and in a couple of shelters.”


“Wait,” Rhonda interrupted. “Shelters? But I thought you were with Daniel.”


Lizzy shook her head, looked away.


“But that’s what you said in your postcards,” Rhonda explained.


“That’s what I wanted everyone to believe. Maybe, on some level, I wanted to believe it too,” Lizzy said. “The truth is, I was on my own. No one knew who I was or where I’d come from. I still wasn’t talking. I didn’t talk until I was sixteen. Five years of silence. I was in San Francisco then, pregnant with Kimberly, living in this home for pregnant girls. This gal Trish, she asked me if I wanted to be in her band. They needed a guitarist. So one day, I just sat down with them, picked up the guitar, and the next thing I knew, I was singing. I don’t know if it was music or Kimberly that gave me my voice back, but the way I look at it, it must have been the combination, ’cause that’s been what’s kept my life afloat ever since. Kimmy and the music. The centers of my little universe.”



“That’s Kimberly in the yard with Suzy?”


Lizzy smiled and nodded.




AFTER A WHILE, Peter patted the cigarettes in his shirt pocket. “Ronnie, come have a smoke with me,” he said.


“Don’t tell me you smoke,” Lizzy said.


“Once in a while,” Rhonda admitted.


“Once in a while won’t hurt,” Peter said. “Me, I wish I could give the damn things up.”


“You’ve always got a choice,” said Rhonda, thinking back to how she used to obsess over the choices others had made. The choice to leave, which she thought Daniel and Lizzy had made. Now it turned out Daniel hadn’t left after all. He’d been buried in the woods the whole time—right next to the bogeyman.


“Peter, I’m so sorry,” Rhonda said once they were alone on the front steps, where a tangled hedge of rugosa roses was encroaching on the left side, scratching Rhonda’s leg on the way down. Once settled on the step, Rhonda looked up—at the peak of the A-frame was a huge paper wasp nest, a startlingly large layer of gray combs buzzing with activity.


“For what?”


“For thinking you could have had anything to do with what happened to Ernie.”


Rhonda looked out into the yard, where, at the edge, Suzy and Kimberly were digging little holes, burying things.


“You were just following the evidence, Ronnie. And it’s not like I was very forthcoming with you.”


“It was Lizzy and Kimberly you were with that day at the motel, wasn’t it?”


Peter nodded. “I actually tracked her down just after Suzy was born. We talked a few times, then she moved again and we lost touch. She called me last year, totally out of the blue. I begged her to come home, meet Suzy, let me meet Kimberly. She finally broke down at the end of May, said she had some shows to play in New York and Boston, and that she and Kimmy would stop by after. She was really skittish about it and made me swear not to tell. She got in late Sunday night and left the next day before supper to catch her plane. We only went out once to get sandwiches and she made me drive clear down to Wells River for them. I never even got a chance to introduce her to Suzy.”


“But why didn’t she want anyone else to know she was back?”


Peter shrugged. “I guess she needed to do things at her own pace—take baby steps. It had been such a long time—so much had happened. Coming home was overwhelming.”


“God, I was such an idiot!” Rhonda exclaimed. “I thought you two had kidnapped Ernie. And later, when I saw you with that rope…”


“It was for moving furniture,” Peter explained.


“And the little red shoes?”


“Suzy’s. She’d been hanging out there with me most afternoons while I fixed the place up. She brought toys, clothes. Left her stuff all over. Ronnie, I’m sorry, too. Sorry I wasn’t honest. And sorry that things turned out the way they did. I don’t know what was going on with you and Warren, but finding out he was involved, and everything that happened there in the garage that night…it must have been tough.”


Rhonda nodded. “I trusted him, Peter. I thought he was the only honest person in my life these last weeks. I really cared about him. I haven’t felt that way about anyone since…” Rhonda hesitated. “Since you.”


Peter took a drag of his cigarette. Exhaled smoke. “Are you gonna go visit him?”


“I just can’t. It’s not even so much what he did. I admit, it was horrible, but I don’t see him as this evil criminal. Just a guy who made some lousy choices. It’s that he lied. He lied for so long. And he seemed so genuine. That’s what hurts the most. And how can I ever trust someone like that again?” Rhonda looked at Peter. It felt good to be talking to him, saying something honest. To be able to go to him with her problems, as she had when they were growing up.


“Sometimes,” Peter said, “it doesn’t seem like there’s any choice but to lie.”


Rhonda shook her head. “He should have come forward, told everyone what happened. That it was an accident.”


“He kidnapped the girl, Ronnie. He wasn’t going to get off scot-free. Even if it was all Pat’s plan.”


“Pat! I still can’t believe that I never even suspected Pat,” Rhonda said. “It all makes perfect sense now, in some twisted way. It’s all just so—sad. So very sad.”


Peter nodded.


“Crowley came by as I was on my way out,” Rhonda said.


“So you know what they found in the woods?”


“When you told me about the body under the stage, I thought you meant Ernie.”


“Yeah, they wouldn’t have stumbled across him if they hadn’t been looking for her. I’m sure her body will be next. And I’m sorry Rhonda. Sorry I didn’t tell you on the phone. I wanted you to hear it from me not some asshole cop.”


Rhonda nodded. “All those years, we just assumed he was out there somewhere, living another life.”


Peter eyed her cautiously, then nodded. “So what else did Crowley ask?”


“He wanted to know what I remembered from that summer. I told him what I could. I’m afraid I wasn’t much help.”


Peter looked at her for a few seconds, then turned away to gaze down the walk and driveway to the road.


“So what do you think happened?” Rhonda asked. Peter glanced back at her and raised his eyebrows. “I mean to Daniel. Crowley said he owed a lot of money to people.”


“Ronnie, I…” He cut his eyes away from her and then back again, searching her face for something he didn’t seem to find.


“I don’t know,” he said finally, crushing his cigarette butt out on the step, putting the spent butt in the pocket of his shirt. And these words, the way he said them, reminded Rhonda of his usual mantra, I don’t remember—the words he used to defend himself, to keep himself distant whenever Rhonda asked him some question about the past, like about how Daniel had once dressed as the Easter Bunny.


“Tell me about the night we tore down the stage,” Rhonda said, a touch of Joe Crowley in her voice.


“You know the story,” Peter replied.


“I used to think I did. Now I wonder if I’m missing something.”


“Tell me what you remember,” Peter said.


“I came out into the clearing and found you, Lizzy, and Tock. Lizzy was crying. You’d all had some kind of fight. And you said I was just in time to help tear down the stage.”


Peter nodded.


“We were angry and sad and going too fast. Lizzy was holding a hammer, smashing boards apart. Tock had a crowbar. You were sawing apart the back wall.” Rhonda was talking quickly now, almost a recitation. “And then, we pulled the back wall down, and you and I, we were under it. The next thing I remember is you dragging me out from under there, pulling off boards, untangling me. There was sheet on top of me—the backdrop from the play, the shoreline from Neverland, and I was twisted up in it. I was crying then, definitely crying. And blood was dripping down my face, down into my eyes, and they burned and I thought maybe I was going blind. And you were bleeding too, cut on the forehead by some rusty nail. We had to get tetanus shots, remember? And I thought they were like rabies shots. I thought we had to get a whole bunch in the stomach and I cried again in the emergency room when the nurse told us about the shots. I didn’t cry about the stitches. They didn’t hurt at all. And you, I’m sure you didn’t cry. They had us in the same room, but they pulled the curtain to do our stitches, remember? They didn’t want us to see. And we had to stay in bed after, to rest for a few days, and our parents were supposed to wake us up every few hours, just to make sure we were okay, that we hadn’t slipped into a coma or something.”


Peter was silent, staring at Rhonda as he lit his second cigarette. Rhonda leaned over and let herself brush the hair back from his forehead, revealing the thin white line as if she would find her answers there spelled out in a childish cursive: This is what happened.


“Am I interrupting?” Lizzy stood in the open doorway, peering down at them on the steps.


“Rhonda was just telling me about the night we tore down the stage.”


Lizzy looked down at Rhonda, smiled, then held out her hand to pull Rhonda up.


“Take a walk with me, Ronnie.” Rhonda stood up and walked with Lizzy down the steps and out across the gravel driveway, past the two girls playing in the overgrown yard, burying an army man in the dirt; they were so like herself and Lizzy that she shivered.


“I have a story to tell you.” Lizzy’s voice was calm and sure of itself. It was a smooth and mellow voice. The voice of lullabies.


Lizzy was leading Rhonda toward the woods, as the rabbit had led her in her dreams. She was still holding Rhonda’s hand, and she turned now and looked at her, to gauge Rhonda’s response.


“I’m going to tell a story and you are not allowed to interrupt. You have to listen carefully to everything I say. You don’t have to believe it. Right now, I’m just asking you to listen.”


Rhonda nodded, her throat tightening a little.


Lizzy clasped Rhonda’s hand tightly and let out a breath. “Are you ready?” she asked.


Rhonda nodded. Together, they stepped into the forest.












SEPTEMBER 4, 1993





RHONDA STOOD WATCHING until Peter crawled into his tent with the gun. A few minutes later, she saw Tock cross the yard, open the canvas flap, and join him.


Rhonda left the window and got into bed beside Lizzy. Lizzy’s back was to her. Rhonda put her arm around Lizzy’s stomach, curled her knees up into Lizzy’s, their bodies making one giant question mark under the sheet.


“Remember the story our moms used to tell all the time?” Rhonda asked, not sure if Lizzy was asleep. “How we once had our own language? We were the only ones who understood each other.”


Rhonda felt Lizzy’s body stiffen then relax. Then she felt the quiet motion of Lizzy starting to cry.


“I wish,” said Rhonda, “that I could remember some of those words now.”


But she couldn’t. So she just held Lizzy as tight as she could, rocking her gently, until they were both fast asleep.












JUNE 25, 2006





ONCE UPON A time,” Lizzy began, “there were two little girls who told everyone they were sisters. And they were, for all intents and purposes. They looked alike, talked alike and had this weird way of finishing each other’s thoughts and sentences. They loved each other very much.”


So far, this story, their story, sounded like the beginning of a fairy tale. Hansel and Gretel. Two innocent children who were somehow doomed from the start.


The trail beside Tock and Peter’s house took them through the woods that had been logged several years before Peter and Tock bought the land. All around them was evidence of the forest reclaiming itself: paper birch, pin cherry, and poplars mixed in with some old sugar maples that had been left alone during the logging. The path took them down to the stream that fronted the property. It felt like a good ten degrees cooler by the water. The banks were covered in ferns. Around them grew birch and sassafras with the funny lobed leaves that reminded Rhonda of mittens. When they were kids, they’d broken off sassafras twigs and chewed them, pretended they were root beer–flavored cigarettes.


Lizzy lay down in the bed of ferns on her stomach and Rhonda joined her, gazing down at the quietly burbling stream, which was clear as a magnifying glass. Water striders skated at the edge. A green frog hopped from a nearby rock and Rhonda watched it glide underwater. She thought of frogs she’d dissected. The drawing in her living room. Then, she thought of metamorphosis. Change. What did the frog remember, Rhonda wondered, from its life as a tadpole?


“The thing is,” Lizzy continued, “one of the sisters had a terrible secret. Something she was afraid to tell the other. Are you paying attention, Ronnie? ’Cause here’s where things get tricky.”


Rhonda nodded, studying Lizzy’s face, noticing the tiny lines around her eyes and lips.


Does the frog trust its own memories? Does it think nothing of them? And what, Rhonda wondered, of the frogs who are kissed and turn into princes? What do they remember? What do they know?


Rhonda suddenly felt seized with panic. She didn’t want Lizzy to tell this story, whatever it was. She’d been searching for the truth for weeks, but now that she was on the cusp of finally understanding everything, she wanted to go back. But it was too late.


When Lizzy spoke again, she was direct, no more fairy tale musings.


“When I was ten years old, my father began coming to my room at night. He’d say he’d come to tuck me in. Maybe it actually began before then. When I look back, I remember him visiting me in the bathroom for years. Washing me all over in the tub, asking to wipe me after I’d gone to the bathroom. It was only when I was ten that he came to me in my room. It was only then that he not only touched me, but had me touch him.”


Rhonda bit her lip. Not Daniel, she wanted to gasp, but that was against the rules. And besides, she knew it was the truth, didn’t she? She felt it deep in her bones, in the tingle of the scar on her forehead. It had been there all along like a sleeping tiger, the dark secret in the back of her brain.


“He called me his special girl,” Lizzy continued. “His star. He said we had a secret bond between us, something no one else could touch. He made me promise never to tell because if I did, it would be ruined and he would be very angry. He told me no one would believe me anyway. No one would believe that I was such a lucky girl. They’d think I was making it up.”


Rhonda gazed down into the water. The sand at the bottom of the stream sparkled where the sunlight hit it. She remembered once how she, Peter, and Lizzy had panned for gold with an old aluminum pie plate at one of the creeks that led into the lake. Lizzy thought the mica they found was real silver. She saved it all in a little box and said that when she got big, she was going to have it turned into a mirror.


“It got bad, Rhonda. Real bad. When he was drinking, when the coffin thing wasn’t taking off and he was home all the time, he was always after me. He’d take me into his shop and make me do things. Tell me stories about things his father had done to him, how fathers carried this special kind of love inside them. He gave me these coins, these silver dollars. They were my prize for staying silent. But you know what I kept thinking? About the ferryman. You know, the guy who takes people across the River Styx to the underworld in his boat? I’d read about it in some book of Peter’s. He was paid by the coins stuck in the eyes of the corpses. I felt like my father was paying the ferryman. But I was the one who kept making the trip.”



Rhonda thought of the bag of coins, how it grew all summer. Lizzy’s pirate treasure.


“I was so scared, Rhonda. And it was more than fear. I felt alone, and crazy, and just sick. I couldn’t protect myself. I tried turning into Captain Hook, thinking that would do it. I thought if I didn’t wash, if I was filthy and said horrible things, he would stop. But it didn’t matter.”


As Lizzy went on, Rhonda felt as if she were falling; falling down deep into the rabbit hole of her dreams. The place where memories dwell. Where the truth lay buried and guarded.


“It took me a long time to gather up the courage to say anything,” Lizzy explained, “but I knew I had to—I couldn’t go on carrying the weight alone. You were my best friend, my secret gypsy twin, and I longed to tell you. I tried. The only time I came close was the night of Peter’s birthday when you slept over—do you remember?”


Rhonda nodded. I have a secret.


What if Rhonda hadn’t turned away then? What if she’d done what a better friend might have, and actually listened?


“Finally, I decided to go to Peter,” Lizzy told her. “If I expected help from any of you, it would have to start with my brother. He was older—I thought he’d get it, know what I was talking about.


“But he was furious. He said it was a lie, and that I was fucked up—it was the first time I heard him say fuck, I think—making up a crazy story just to get attention. That I was jealous of Tock, jealous of you, and just a sick little girl making up lies. I told him everything. And it was hard, Rhonda, hard to talk about what Daddy was doing to me. What I had done. I mean, I was eleven, for Christ’s sake. But I did it. Every fucking sordid detail and still he didn’t believe. ‘Not Dad,’ he said. ‘Dad would never do that.’


“I was crying, begging him to believe me. Peter said he needed proof. And then, he came up with a plan. He wanted me to bring Daddy out to the stage that night after the play. He wanted to see it with his own eyes.


“So the night of the play, just like Peter planned, I showed him. I made him believe.”


Lizzy paused for a moment. She pursed her lips, gazed out across the stream into the dense and tangled woods. Rhonda looked too. Through squinted eyes, she saw Daniel dressed as the white rabbit, leading the children deep into the woods between their houses, separating them. Lizzy was the last to come back. Rhonda had been so worried. Had she known then? Suspected?


“My father went with me gladly,” Lizzy continued, taking Rhonda back to the evening of the play, speaking in a dull monotone, no expression on her face. “He’d had a fight with Clem and was eager to leave the party. He was more than a little drunk. I led him down the path through the woods to the stage and he sat down on the edge, pulling me in front of him. He started touching me, unzipped his jeans and put his hands on my head, knocking the pirate hat off, guiding me down to him. I was used to it by then in a way. I could just make myself tune it out, you know. I could go places, think about other things. Sometimes I would go over all my lines from the play. It was dark in the woods by then, but the moon was out and Peter—he was hiding behind a tree—could see what was happening.


“Peter was crazy when he got to the stage. He came at Daddy, hitting his back as hard as he could with that stupid toy sword of his—broke it right in half. He was just screaming, no words, just a sound like some kind of battle cry. He jumped up onto Daddy’s back, wrapping his arms around his throat, still just howling. Dad lost his balance, fell, and they started rolling around on the ground, grunting and thrashing, knocking over folding chairs. Dad got Peter pinned down under him and was like, ‘You like to spy? Huh, boy?’ just livid, spitting, red in the face.


“I thought, that’s it, he’s going to kill Peter, then there’s this pop-pop-pop sound and Daddy’s slapping at his back, cursing and screeching and I see Tock at the foot of the stage aiming her BB gun like a fucking sniper.”


Lizzy’s tone changed as she described how Peter and Tock came to her rescue. Her voice was more animated, almost excited as she told this part of the story.


“When she ran out of ammo, she charged and threw herself on him, and just the sheer momentum knocked him off of Peter. Peter snatched up one of the chairs and started hitting Daddy with it.


“My father was pissed off then, but I don’t think he was scared. He finally grabbed the chair away from Peter and struggled to his feet. He knocked Peter flat on his back and held him there, his arm across Peter’s throat.


“Tock was standing at the edge of things now, just screaming this incredible string of profanity, ‘You motherfucker cocksucking sonofawhore dipshitfucker get the fuck off him or I’ll fucking kill you!’ kind of thing. I thought everyone in your yard would hear her and come running. But they didn’t. I guess the music was up too loud. And Mom had gotten bombed and set the table on fire.”


Lizzy stopped to take a breath, and when she continued, her voice was the flat, familiar monotone once again.


“Daddy had Peter pinned by the throat and Peter was gasping, choking, struggling to get a breath. I knew it was up to me to end it. If I could just hit my father hard enough, he’d black out. I think I had an idea from cartoons that he’d get amnesia, too—and it would be like it never happened, you know? So I went back behind the stage to where we kept the toolbox and grabbed a hammer, then crept up behind my father and Peter. Tock was still screaming. Peter and Daddy were sweating, shaking, glaring at each other. I raised my arm high, swung, and hit the back of my father’s head as hard as I could. He went down, just like that. But I hit him again, anyway. Then again. Then it was like I couldn’t stop. Everything he’d ever done to hurt me came back in a flash and I put all those months of lies and pain into each swing of the hammer. It was like that day I killed the bogeyman. I just kept going.


“Peter finally took the hammer away. Tock led me away, up onto the stage, wrapped her arms around me, holding me as tight as she could, rocking me.”


Lizzy looked over at Rhonda for the first time since she began her story. Lizzy’s forehead was glistening with beads of sweat. Her eyes, which had seemed to lose their focus as she spoke, now gazed at Rhonda with pinpoint clarity.


“Peter and Tock dragged Dad’s body up on the stage and rolled him into the hole, closing the trap door on top of him. Then Tock came back to hold me again.”


“And that’s what I walked in on,” Rhonda said. She’d been silent long enough. It was as much her story as theirs from that point on.


“None of us ever knew how much of it you’d seen,” Lizzy told her. “I always wondered how long you’d been watching, maybe too scared to make a move, if you knew what I’d done, hated me. Peter said you hadn’t seen anything, that you would have done something. Try to stop it, run back for help, something. But I was never sure. And after a while, I guess Peter and Tock wondered too.”


Rhonda shook her head.


“No, Peter was right. I had no idea. I thought you all had had a fight. I thought maybe something was going on with you and Tock and Peter was pissed. I couldn’t tell.”


Lizzy nodded. Blinked hard and continued.


“Well, you were there for the rest of it. Peter decided to tear down the stage; turn it into a pile of rubble and busted lumber that no one would ever think to look under. So we dug out the rest of the tools in the box and tore apart the stage in a crazed frenzy. We were all kicking and smashing the boards apart. You and Peter got hurt when the back wall came down and it was good because later it explained the blood on our clothes.”


The mosquitoes had found them now, there in their place in the ferns. Lizzy swatted at her bare arms.


“You wrapped your jacket around my head,” Rhonda remembered. She shivered to think that that jacket had already been splattered with Daniel’s blood.


“I got rid of my clothes that night—or actually, I guess your mom must have gotten rid of them. While I was in the bath Justine took them away. I never saw them again.”


“And you stopped speaking,” Rhonda said.


“Peter said we couldn’t tell. We could never speak of what had happened in the woods that night. Of course, Tock and I listened to him—he was the leader, right? Always. He went over it again and again—if we said nothing, it was like it had never happened. Nobody would ever know. I was afraid. Afraid that if I opened my mouth, everything would come pouring out. Words seemed dangerous. Does that make sense?”


Rhonda nodded.


“When Mom started to well and truly lose her shit, it was even harder. She was never too tightly wrapped, but thinking Dad had left her was the last straw. And I knew it was my fault, all my fault, no matter what Tock and Peter said. Eventually, not speaking wasn’t safe enough. I had to leave. Get as far as I could from what had been done to me; from what I’d done.”


“What made you come back?”


Lizzy shook her head. “It’s silly, really. Peter had been after me for months to come and I was too scared. But then, remember that whole thing with that little girl in Virginia?”


“Ella Starkee,” Rhonda said.


“Yes, Ella Starkee. I saw her on TV. When she talked about her kidnapper being dead and how she thought it was sad. She said, ‘Sometimes, what a person needs most is to be forgiven.’ That’s what brought me back, really—that one sentence. It was a light at the end of a long, dark tunnel. It felt like, after all these years, it was time to forgive my father; time to forgive myself.”















Nine one thousand, ten one thousand. Ready or not, here I come!”


Pat raises her head and scans the yard. The sun is blinding. Sweat prickles her forehead. Her chest and stomach itch. Heat rash. Maybe later, when Mamma gets home, they can go swimming.


Pat crosses the yard, pokes around in the vegetable garden, peers behind the row of giant sunflowers, the little patch of sweet corn. She checks the rain barrels (dry…), and the toolshed. No Birdie. Then, turning away from the house, she scans the cedar hedge that borders the yard. There, in the corner, a flash of red. Birdie’s dress. Pat pretends not to see. Goes closer, then walks right by, mumbling, “Where can she be?”


Then, turning quickly, she shouts, “Found you!” and reaches through the hedge to tag her baby sister. “You’re it!” Birdie laughs, pulls away, slips out the other side and right into the road.




“YOU’RE IT!” THE soft white paw of the rabbit lands on her shoulder, touching the red dress once more. Birdie looks up, laughs, and takes off through the headstones after Peter, who runs in slow motion, hip-hip-hopping until, at last, the little girl catches up, grabs hold of a leg, and pulls him down to the grass.


She’s perfected the trick and doesn’t need the suit now. She has become Peter Rabbit.


The rabbit sits in a jail cell, waiting. People come and go. The public defender. Jim. They ask the same questions over and over. They want to talk about motive. About Birdie. About the little shoe they found tucked in a box in the bottom of the closet in Pat’s office. A shoe wrapped in white tissue paper, like a present Pat made herself unwrap each day, a blood-soaked reminder of what she’d done. What she’d failed to do.


They say the psychiatrist will come soon. An evaluation.


Peter Rabbit says nothing. Just nods, eyes focused on something no one else seems to see.


And when the rabbit sleeps, the dreams are good.


Peter’s on Rabbit Island and both his Birdies are there. He hop-hop-hops, chasing them in games of tag and hide-and-seek that go on for hours. And they laugh. God, how those little girls laugh.


When he catches them, he takes them both in his strong furry arms, and holds tight like he’ll never let go.


They’re all safe. And they’re going to stay there forever. There on Rabbit Island.












JULY 5, 2006





DANIEL WAS BURIED next to his father in the St. Anne cemetery. Buried in the coffin he’d built himself: It’s better to burn out than to fade away…


They had all gathered at Clem’s after the funeral, and were eating casseroles, drinking cocktails, and telling stories about Daniel. Daniel and the peanut cart. Daniel and his crazy ideas. Daniel the Easter Bunny.


Lizzy went to lie down. Everyone agreed it was a terrible strain on her—back in town to bury her long lost father. Peter sat on the couch, while Tock stood behind him, massaging his shoulders. Justine picked at the remnants on her plate: bits of three-bean salad and cheeseburger casserole. Suzy and Kim were on the porch, playing Go Fish and drinking ginger ale with maraschino cherries.


“I’m gonna get another beer,” Clem announced, standing. “Anyone else need anything?” Everyone shook their heads.



Rhonda stood up, stretched, and followed her father into the kitchen.


“How are you doing?” she asked.


He got that far-off look in his eyes. “You know, for a couple of years, I didn’t speak to Daniel. Right after I found out about him and Aggie and realized Peter was his son. I met your mother, tried to forget about everything that had happened before. Then, the fall after you were born, I was sitting right out there on the front porch and up he comes like some kind of phantom.”


Clem looked longingly out the window, took a long sip from the bottle of beer he was holding.


Out on the porch, the girls giggled.


Clem continued. “Daniel came sauntering up the brick walk-way, holding a six-pack of beer out in front of him like an offering. We sat and drank the six-pack, talking about our baby girls, about Peter. We just fell into our old rhythm. Like there’d never been a breach in our friendship.”


Rhonda nodded, thought about how good it felt to be talking to Peter again. How familiar and comfortable. Like going home.


“After Daniel disappeared, I kept going out to the porch. I’d sit there for hours some nights over the years, smoking, staring off down the road, waiting for him to show up with another six-pack. Now I know he’s not going to. And I suppose there’s some comfort in finally knowing, but it still doesn’t seem fair.”


Rhonda nodded. Her father teared up. Looked out the kitchen window onto the porch, like there was still hope his best friend would show up and say the whole thing was a hoax.


The girls outside giggled. “Go fish!” Suzy squealed.




THE POLICE SEEMED to be going on the assumption that Daniel had been killed by one of two men he owed a great deal of money to: Shane Gokey or Gordon Pelletier, both of whom were now dead. Everyone seemed glad to accept this version of events—an answer, however horrible, was better than simply not knowing. Crowley made it clear that the case was by no means closed, which meant, to Rhonda, that there would always be the possibility of being caught. Rhonda was no idiot. She knew that with modern forensics, some small piece of evidence—a hair or a button—and they would be caught. Even Rhonda, who hadn’t known about the murder but had helped to hide the body, and later, when she learned the truth, said nothing. She also knew that the truth had a funny way of surfacing when you least expected it. Ten years down the road there might be a knock on her door, and there would be Crowley to say, “I know what you did.”




“THE WORST THING is,” Clem said, “we may never know what really happened. And of course there’s part of me that’ll always kick myself in the ass for not loaning Daniel the money he asked for that summer to pay back those guys. The money that might have saved his life.”


The little radio in the corner of the kitchen was playing softly, and Van Morrison came on. Clem walked over and turned it up. “God, Daniel loved this song,” he said. He held the radio in his hands, swaying a little as he gazed out the porch window, his eyes focused on an imaginary figure in the distance.


He has no idea, Rhonda thought. No idea what Daniel was doing to Lizzy, about what had really happened that last night. And if Daniel’s best friend didn’t know, maybe their secret was safe.


Justine came into the kitchen, wearing a sensible black dress—no sweat suit today. Her arms were loaded with dirty plates and bowls. She set them down in the sink with a small crash, stirring Clem from his dreams.


“Need some help?” he asked his wife.



She shook her head, started to fill the sink with water, squirted in the soap, her back to Clem, Rhonda, and the radio.


Rhonda remembered the third degree her mother had given her each time she came back from spending the night at Lizzy’s house: What did you do? How late were you up? Was Aggie there? Peter? Daniel?


Daniel.


Oh my God, she knew all along. Rhonda nearly said the words out loud. For an instant, she imagined placing her hands on her mother’s square shoulders, turning her around so that they were face-to-face, and saying, You knew what Daniel was doing, didn’t you?


She gripped the back of a kitchen chair instead.


“You sure we can’t give you a hand?” Clem asked. “There’s a lot of cleanup.”


“That’s okay, dear. Cleaning up is what I do best,” Justine said.


A chill ran through Rhonda, beginning at the scar on her forehead and racing all the way down to her toes. Cleaning up. Was it possible that Justine knew not just about the abuse but about what finally ended it? Had throwing away Lizzy’s bloody clothes been more than just simple housekeeping?


Rhonda squeezed the chair tighter.


“Can you turn that up?” Justine said, her back still to them. “I want to hear the weather.”


Clem turned the radio up and the DJ came on to give the top of the hour news. The lead story was that Ernestine Florucci’s body had been found by some campers on the north side of the lake early that morning.


Rhonda let out a squeaky sigh, felt her fingers slip off the chair.


“I’m sorry, Ronnie,” Clem said, still holding the radio in his hands. He set it back down on the counter carefully, like it might be a bomb.



Rhonda went out to the porch, where Suzy and Kim were giggling over their cards. “You girls want to take a walk?” she asked.


Suzy nodded, said, “I know where there’s a submarine.” Rhonda’s stomach went cold as she followed the skipping girls across the yard and down the path that led to their old stage.


Rhonda hadn’t been into the woods in years. Shortly after the play, they’d all stopped using the path that connected their houses, choosing to walk back and forth the long way, down the road. Now Rhonda understood why.


The woods seemed smaller, to Rhonda, closer somehow. The trees had grown, filling in and making the clearing darker than she had remembered, even on a bright day. She looked up, trying to recall which pine it was that Tock had shot her arrow from. She thought she could pick it out, but couldn’t be sure. They all looked nearly the same.


The girls climbed into Clem’s old Impala and Rhonda followed, squeezing into the front seat beside them.


“Where are we going?” Rhonda asked. Suzy was at the wheel in her dark funeral dress, her hair held back with a ribbon.


“To see the octopus,” Suzy said, matter-of-factly.


Rhonda looked to her right. The disarranged pile of wood that had once been their stage was black and sickly green with decay and moss. The police had pulled boards aside to expose the hole beneath. Rhonda turned away, unable to make herself look down into the hole they had once all taken turns hiding in. The hole where they changed costumes and which they used to make the most dramatic entrances and exits. Rhonda remembered falling in her dreams, how she thought she might never stop. She thought of her old retainer, pulled from that hole, held in an evidence bag now, packed away beside the remnants of Daniel’s T-shirt and jeans. She scanned the ground, wondering where they’d buried the bogeyman, struggled to remember what she’d written on her piece of paper. What had she been afraid of then? Peter not loving her? That she would grow old and forget things? Had she written something as simple as spiders? Or something far more sinister?


Under a few boards off to the side, Rhonda spotted a torn bit of cloth and recognized a piece of the painted scene from the play. Blue waves, a bit of palm tree, now blotchy with mildew. Their Neverland, was, Rhonda realized then, a lot like Ernie’s Rabbit Island.




SUZY BROUGHT THE sub gently to rest on the ocean floor. She, Kim, and Rhonda got out and sat in the bed of pine needles, which was actually soft sand. They sipped tea and ate small cakes. Rhonda looked around at the ruined stage, at the trees that enclosed the clearing. She thought, for a moment, that she had seen the flash of Tock’s flaming arrow pass in the corner of her eye. A bird squawked, and in its squawk Rhonda heard Peter Pan’s crow.


The octopus was a fine host and said many things that sent Suzy and Kim into fits of giggles. “Silly octopus,” they said. Then, all at once, Suzy got serious.


“The octopus says you can tell us about Grandpa Daniel now,” she said.


Rhonda froze, imaginary cake in her mouth, the invisible cup of tea spilled onto her lap.


“What about him?” she asked, her voice as calm as she could make it.


“Tell us a story about him,” the little girl asked.


“I’m sure your father could tell you lots of stories,” she said to Suzy. “And your mother, Kimberly, she could tell you what you want to know.”


“But we want your story,” Kim whined. “You knew him too.”


Rhonda thought about it. About these little girls, who had just watched a man they never met be buried. A man whose body the police had found bludgeoned to death in the woods. Their grandfather. Of course they were curious.


“Well, let’s see,” began Rhonda with some hesitation. “Once upon a time, your Grandpa Daniel decided that his son Peter—that’s your daddy, Suz—should be able to fly, so he made him a pair of wings…”


So Rhonda told the story, leaving out the part about Peter alone on the workshop roof, about Aggie coming at Daniel with a shovel. She found herself stretching the truth a little to say that yes, maybe Peter had flown that day, just a little bit, just enough. And, as Rhonda told the story, she thought: this is how the past gets passed down. This is how memories are made. Half-invented, embellished, given a touch of whimsy. Daniel would be a saint now that he was dead. A beautiful man who made his child wings.




RHONDA AND THE girls got back in the sub and began moving toward the future, somewhere off at the edge of the horizon. They rose up out of the sea that was the past, out of the swell and surge of memory. Suzy was pulling at the gear shift, turning the steering wheel. Rhonda worked imaginary hand cranks and stopped occasionally to hold her two hands in front of her face, making them turn the periscope as she searched the horizon for some sign of the familiar.


“Land!” Rhonda finally shouted.


“Surface,” Suzy ordered. “We’re home.”
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Present Day



“DISMANTLEMENT EQUALS FREEDOM.”

Suz is there, whispering the words in his ear, each syllable hot and twisted. She’s glowing, radiant, still twenty-one and burning with the fierce need to fuck up the world.

The dead don’t age.

He finishes the knot, his hands steady, without the slightest tremble, then climbs onto the chair and throws the rope up over one of the beams in the kitchen. Old, hand-hewn beams his builder rescued from a salvage yard. They’d reminded him of Vermont. Of the cabin near the lake.

In his mind, he goes back ten years, sees Suz coming up the path, stepping into the clearing, pole in one hand, string of fish in the other: bass, sunfish, trout. They glisten like jewels, strung on the braided nylon rope she’s carefully looped through their mouths and gills.

Suz’s walk is a dance, her movements fluid, the silk tunic she wears flutters around her, making it seem as if the wind itself is carrying her, buoying her along like a kite.

She winks at him.


He loves her.

He hates her.

He doesn’t want to be here, but there’s no way he could ever leave. Once you’re in her orbit, it’s impossible to pull yourself away.

The others gather around as she lays the fish out on the table to clean them. She pulls the trout off the braided rope, lays it flat on newspaper, and slides the knife in, slitting it open along its belly from gills to vent. The fish opens its mouth, sucking at air. Suz smiles, showing crooked teeth, pushes her fingers gently inside the fish, widening the opening with her hand. The skin stretches; the movement of her fingers produces a wet, tearing sound.

“To understand the nature of a thing, it must be taken apart,” Suz says, tugging out a string of entrails, sticky and shimmering with rainbows, like oil on a puddle.

“YOU NEVER REALLY GOT it, did you, babycakes?” he hears her whisper in his ear.

“No,” he tells her, slipping the rope around his neck, pulling the postcard from his pocket to look at one last time. “But I do now.”

He steps off the chair.

The postcard falls from his hand, drifts to the floor in slow motion, turning: moose, words, moose, words—until it lands, the carefully printed words facing up, the last thing he sees before losing consciousness:

DISMANTLEMENT = FREEDOM









 

THE COMPASSIONATE DISMANTLERS WERE HERE
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Nine Years Ago



WHEN TESS’S WATER BROKE, she was staring into the long-forgotten aquarium, her eyes fixed on the bodies of the frogs floating like lost astronauts in oversize spacesuits, something clearly not of this world. They were pale and spongy, having frozen and thawed with the cruel cycles of winter and spring. It was, somehow, to Tess, as if they were stuck in limbo, waiting to be rescued, to rise singing from their own tiny galaxy of stagnant water; calling out in deep, vengeful bullfrog voices, How could you leave us here? How could you forget?

And they stank. God, how they stank. They reeked of cruel abandonment. Of things gone terribly wrong.

It was the first of May and Tess and Henry had hiked up to the cabin to take a look around. What they were looking for exactly, neither of them could say. And even if they could have named it, this thing that they hoped to find, they wouldn’t have dared utter it out loud.

They were a week away from Tess’s due date and the trip had been her idea. She thought they should visit the place one last time—the cabin where they had conceived their child, where so much of their lives had both begun and ended. The building, and everything in it, had been abandoned nearly eight months before—the night Suz died—just left as it was, nothing taken with them but the clothes on their backs, the summer of the Compassionate Dismantlers left entombed within the cabin walls.

The building was a hunting camp built sometime in the late sixties and the only access was up an old logging road, impassable by car most of the year. Henry and Tess opted to walk up, as the road was still soft and muddy from snowmelt and spring rains. The cabin itself sat in a clearing at the top of a steep hill—a simple single-story box twenty-four by thirty feet, with a gable roof that made room for a sleeping loft. The outside was sheathed in plywood once painted red, now warped and faded by years of snow and rain, chewed through in places by porcupines with a taste for wood, glue, and the sweat of human effort. The roof was rust-splotched tin, layered with years of pine needles and maple leaves that had formed a rich compost where baby maples sprouted and grew, stunted, with no hope of ever fully developing.

They arrived in the clearing out of breath, their shoes caked with mud, blackflies buzzing around their heads like angry halos. Several times on the way up, Henry had suggested they turn back. He was worried about the strain on Tess, who had a difficult enough time traversing flat surfaces with her large belly, much less mountain climbing. Surely it couldn’t be good for her or the baby. But Tess was determined to stick to the plan, to make it to the top.

To the right of the clearing was the path that led down to the water. The lake and the land around it was a protected watershed area and threatening TRESSPASSERS WILL BE PROSECUTED signs were nailed to trees every twenty-five feet or so. The lake, referred to on maps only as Number 10 Lake, was not accessible by the main road and theirs was the only cabin even close. About fifty feet up the driveway to the cabin, there was a turnoff leading to the little beach they used, but the brush and weeds made it almost impossible to recognize it as a road. In any case, you’d never make it to the water without four-wheel drive and a lot of clearance. They’d never attempted it in Henry’s van, sure they’d lose the exhaust system or put a hole in the gas tank. The entire summer they spent there, they never saw a single person anywhere near the lake.

TWO TRASH CANS LAY tipped over outside the cabin, their contents scattered in a wide swath: rusted cans, wine bottles, plastic containers torn to shreds. Henry picked up a ripped-open Hershey’s syrup can.

“Bears,” he said.

Tess nodded, gave a little shiver as she scanned the treeline at the edge of the clearing. Henry dropped the ruined can and touched his wife’s shoulder in what he hoped was a reassuring way. She wasn’t expecting it, and jumped, startled. As if his hand was a thick brown paw with razor-sharp claws.

“Sorry,” he muttered, knowing already that he’d been right all along: they shouldn’t have come.

Above the rough-hewn door (which Henry found to be unlocked, just as they’d left it at the end of August) were the words THE COMPASSIONATE DISMANTLERS WERE HERE. It had been painted in dripping black letters the week they’d moved in, mid-June of last year, when they were all sure they were going to have the most exciting, important summer of their lives. The words were a way of marking the building as theirs, the way gangs tagged their home turf with graffiti. Henry couldn’t remember who had painted them—him, Tess, Winnie, or Suz—and this surprised him; he had already forgotten a piece of their puzzle.

Circling the cabin, like alligators in a moat, were the cats. Yes, he’d forgotten the cats too; they both had. Not forgotten them exactly, but just assumed they’d gone elsewhere, found some other home. They now seemed more wild than tame—mangy, skin and bones, their fur dingy, their eyes weeping, ears torn. At first, just a few, then more gathered, until Henry and Tess were surrounded by ten or twelve feral cats, half starved, who seemed to remember that these were the people who’d once fed them. The cats mewed and screeched, their voices ragged and pleading as they circled Henry and Tess, followed them inside, hopeful, insistent. Henry kicked at them, while Tess hurried to the kitchen.

“Maybe we left some cat food. Friskies. If there’s water, I could mix up some powdered milk,” she said.

Henry bit the inside of his cheek, knowing it was hopeless to try and stop her.

The air in the cabin was stale and smelled like mice: a sour stink came from the ceiling and walls, where Henry imagined the insulation torn into nests, pockets, cities of hidden condos, dampened by the urine of generations of its residents. Behind the mouse smell was something more sinister: the damp smell of rot and decay.

“There might be a dead animal in here,” Henry called from his spot near the front door. “Maybe one of the cats got stuck.”

Tess only grunted, focused on her search through the kitchen cabinets.

The cabin’s downstairs was one large room divided into living room, kitchen, and dining area. In the far corner of the living room, tapestries hung from the ceiling to separate off the space where Suz and Winnie had slept. Henry did not pull back the curtain and look in, unable to violate their privacy even then. Instead, he focused on the chair by the window, just to the left of their curtain, and felt slightly queasy when he saw the pieces of rope still looped around the arms and legs. He remembered the feel of the rope in his hands, stiff and bristly, like an unwieldy animal, as he made the knots.

Tighter, Henry, Suz had told him. Tie it tighter.

“Tuna!” Tess exclaimed, holding two cans in her hand and turning back to lean into the cabinet, her enormous belly bumping against the counter, to pull out a can of condensed milk. She gave a little cry of triumph. The cats screamed. Henry drew in a breath and surveyed the inside of the cabin while Tess got down bowls and began pulling open swollen, reluctant drawers, rattling silverware, in search of a can opener.

Nothing had been touched. No vandals had come. No kids looking for a place to get stoned and screw around. Everything was just as they’d left it, frozen in time like some museum diorama. Henry half-expected Suz to come flitting in, gesturing madly as she went off on some new tangent, the sleeves of her silk tunic like butterfly wings.

On the table was half a bottle of tequila, and five empty glasses. Inside the bottle was a dead mouse. Lucky fucker, thought Henry, staring down at the drowned rodent, a wave of nausea washing over him.

There were five plates out, dirty silverware, used napkins. The mice had taken whatever crumbs remained from their last supper, licked the plates clean.

In the corner of the table was the ransom note, never sent, a jigsaw of letters and words cut carefully from newspapers and magazines. Henry read the last line: If you do not follow our instructions, we will kill your son.

On the coffee table in front of the couch, Henry found Winnie’s old Polaroid camera and a handful of snapshots, scattered like tarot cards spread out to tell not what will come, but what had been. Henry glanced over at Tess, who was too busy with the cats to notice what he was doing. Without looking through the photos, he scooped them into his knapsack. Underneath the photos was Suz’s journal: a heavy hardcover black notebook with the words DISMANTLEMENT = FREEDOM painted on the cover in red nail polish. He traced the glossy words with a trembling finger, then the journal went into the bag too, unopened. He shouldered the knapsack, impossibly heavy already, and looked longingly at the open door. He fought the urge to run from the cabin, lungs gasping for fresh air. Cold sweat prickled between his shoulder blades. Wing bones, Tess called them.

Wings.

Suz always wore those tunics, long and flowing, in muted earthy colors. Black leggings beneath. And beat-up combat boots. Standard Suz uniform.

“We shouldn’t stay long,” he mumbled, more to himself than to his wife. Shouldn’t have come at all. This wasn’t part of the deal. They promised, that last night, to never speak of what had happened. To never return. And if anyone should ever contact them about Suz, they were supposed to say that at the end of the summer, last anyone saw her, she was headed west, for California. She was always talking about California. And wasn’t it Suz herself who told them that the secret to telling a really good lie is to make sure there’s a shiny pearl of truth hidden deep inside?

Henry glanced over at Tess, who was setting down bowls of tuna and canned milk. She bent at the knees to get down to the floor, and hoisted herself back up with both hands on the counter. The cats fought for places at the bowls.

“Careful,” Henry warned. “They don’t know you anymore.” He had always hated the cats, could never keep track of their names and little histories. Now he had reason to believe they could be dangerous, and Henry saw his biggest job as husband and soon-to-be father as making things safe. He couldn’t control what happened, but he did his best to be prepared. Hope for the best, but prepare for the worst. A good Vermonter’s motto.

They had been married four months, out of college not even a year, and Henry still found himself staring dumbly at the gold wedding band on his finger. Tess. The girl he never meant to end up with who now stood in a wrecked kitchen feeding starving cats, a matching gold band around her own swollen finger, some physical, tangible thing that linked her to him. Proof. As if the baby wasn’t proof enough.

His father paid for the small wedding, persuaded them to move in with him afterward. Henry’s mother had died the year before and the large, rambling farmhouse left his father lonely. There was plenty of room for all of them, plenty of room for privacy. And there was the inground pool Henry’s mother, Ruth, had insisted on years before. Tess loved the idea of having a pool.

“Babies come out of the womb knowing how to swim,” she told Henry. “It’s instinct. We’ll get her right in the water and our baby will be swimming before she can crawl.”

Henry cringed, silently thinking, We’ll see about that. Henry hated the pool. An inground pool was an extravagance in and of itself, but to have one in Vermont where it could only be used three months out of the year seemed like pure foolishness. Not to mention the fact that it was just plain dangerous.

Henry worked full-time with his father at DeForge Painting, saving money for the baby. He kept busy. He went out on crews all day, wearing a crisp DeForge Painting T-shirt tucked into white painter’s pants, and came home in the evening to work on the house. He got a nursery ready for the baby and cleaned up one of the small sheds out back for Tess to use as a painting studio. He baby-proofed every room, putting safety covers on all the outlets, installing plastic locks on the cabinets that contained medications and household cleansers, placing foam padding over the sharp corners of furniture. He drained the pool. He even cooked dinner most nights for his father and wife. When he finally got to bed, he slept a hard, dreamless sleep and woke up rested and ready for whatever the day before him held. There was no time in Henry’s life for looking back, for thinking about what had happened at the cabin. He lived in a world ruled by the present and immediate future. So when Tess had insisted they go back to the cabin once the snow melted, he put up a fight.


“Why would you want to do that? We swore we’d never go back,” he told her.

“I want to take one last look around, before the baby comes. It’s something I need to do, Henry.”

“But we made a pact,” he reminded her.

“I’m going with or without you.”

Henry knew better than to argue with Tess, especially now that she was pregnant. If she said she wanted fettuccine carbonara at three in the morning, she would damn well find a way to get it, even when it meant sending Henry to the all-night grocery store and cooking the meal herself.

Henry had no choice but to join the pilgrimage. To do his best to make things safe. But here, in the cabin, that felt like an impossible task.

He climbed up to the loft where he and Tess had slept, where they’d made a baby together. Their bed was an old futon laid out on the floor, piled high with sleeping bags, now chewed through by mice. Like a thief in a hurry, he quickly sorted through their things: clothes stacked in milk crates, mildewed books, Tess’s paints and brushes, his wood-carving tools. He grabbed the canvas roll of chisels, gouges, and knives and stuffed it into his pack along with some of Tess’s better brushes. The paints he left.

The loft felt small and airless. Henry made his way back to the ladder and down, going straight for the hanging tapestries this time, pushing his way through quickly as if he half-expected to catch Winnie and Suz there if he moved fast enough. Privacy be damned. But their bed was empty. Clothes lay scattered on the floor. Combat boots and white canvas sneakers with intricate designs hand-drawn on them. A spilled box of crayons. A bong made from a plastic bear that once held honey. An empty wine bottle with a candle shoved in its neck, red wax drips covering the glass like coagulated blood. And there, taking up the entire wall behind their makeshift bed, was the moose. Not the wooden sculpture that Henry knew lay in pieces behind the cabin, but the paintings: nine canvases put together to make one large moose, a study Suz did before tackling the real project: the sculpture, which would be the ruin of them.

TESS STOOD OVER THE cats, watching them choke the food down, listening to the low drone of their purring. She contemplated ways to convince Henry to take the cats home with them. Maybe not all of them. She’d just start with a couple. Surely Henry’s father wouldn’t object. And though Henry was allergic, there were medications available, right? It wasn’t too much to ask—just one or two of the cats. Carrot definitely, because he had been the first. And maybe little Tasha with no tail. The rest they could at least take back to town. But how would they get the cats down the hill? She didn’t believe the animals would follow them, even if they led with open cans of tuna, fishy Pied Pipers. She began searching around for something to put them in—a large box or crate. That’s when she noticed the aquarium, set up just where they’d left it, on the counter to the left of the sink. She immediately understood that was where the dead animal smell was coming from.

She remembered the day she and Winnie brought home from the lake an old peanut butter jar full of dark eggs in a gelatinous mass. It was the beginning of summer. Anything seemed possible.

“Oh,” was all she could say as she stood before the glass tank now, the stench overtaking her.

How many were there? Fifteen? Twenty? It was hard to make a guess. The aquarium was thick with partially decayed frogs, trapped in the sickening green gel that had once been water and now more closely resembled primordial ooze.

It was there, standing before the tank, that Tess remembered the way Suz had said the word met-a-morph-o-sis, emphasizing each syllable, promising the same fate lay in store for the four of them, the Compassionate Dismantlers, that they too would each be irrevocably changed and there would be no going back.

It was at that moment that Tess’s water broke, the stink of the frogs filling her nostrils, Suz’s voice filling her head. Met-a-morph-o-sis.

“Oh!” Tess cried again, louder this time, more of a moan really. Like a heartsick child crying for home.

AS HIS WIFE’S WATER broke, the liquid pouring down through her cotton panties, down through the tented opening of her skirt and onto the worn kitchen floorboards, Henry regarded the moose.

He had locked eyes with the animal in the painting and believed the moose pinned him there. He dared not move for fear of startling the creature to life. He noticed for the first time how the shape and color of its iris was not unlike Suz’s own eyes—light amber flecked with gold—and only then did he imagine that it was Suz looking down, judging him, asking why he had come back, what it was that he had hoped to find.

“You,” he told her in a whisper, speaking to the moose directly, saying the word at the same moment his wife began to moan.

Henry stepped forward and removed the upper-left-most painting—the close-up of the moose’s left eye and raggedy brown ear. Then he pushed through the curtain and went to find Tess, clutching the painting under his arm. He moved through the sea of cats in the kitchen and found his wife standing in a puddle before the aquarium. At first, he thought that she’d been trying to rescue the frogs (though it was clear to him at once they were long past the point of rescuing). He imagined that she’d been bailing out the green stinking water with her hands and the very idea terrified him to the point of paralysis.

“I think the baby’s coming,” Tess said, hands over her belly.


It took long moments, even after Tess’s explanation, for him to understand what had happened, and plan his next move. He carefully orchestrated their escape from the cabin, the slow walk down the hill to the car, painting jammed under his arm at an awkward angle, that big brown eye glancing up in his direction, seeming to ask, What were you hoping to find?










[ PART ONE ]

TO UNDERSTAND THE NATURE OF A THING, IT MUST BE TAKEN APART
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Chapter 1
 Present Day



THE MOOSE, OR RATHER, the left eye, ear, antlers, and snout of the moose, hangs from a nail gone rusty in the front hall of their home—the brick farmhouse Henry himself grew up in—watching their comings and goings, greeting each visitor over the years, sizing them up. Sentry moose. Give him the password and enter. But who knows the password? Not Tess. Not Henry, who moved out of the house and into the barn nearly a year ago. Not Franklin DeForge, Henry’s old father who has been dead now four years—brain aneurysm. The moose takes pity on all of them and lets them pass, day in and day out. Watches with curiosity as uncountable bags of groceries, boxes of pizza, handfuls of mail, and loads of firewood come in. As snow is shaken off coats, mud scraped off boots, umbrellas left to dry.

Finally, it is their daughter, Emma, who thinks up the password. It is Emma who names the moose Francis, and knows you have to look straight into its one turbulent eye and whisper, Nine, just as you come in. Nine is the magic number. Francis, Emma knows from her parents, was nine paintings big. Eight are missing. Nine would make him whole.


Francis was painted A Long Time Ago by a friend they knew in college. Suz, her name was. Whenever Emma asks questions about Suz or the moose—like, “How long did it take Suz to make Francis?” or “What happened to the other eight paintings?”—her parents shake their heads. Their eyes go blank as dolls’ and they say only, That was A Long Time Ago.

A Long Time Ago is its own country, a place Emma doesn’t have a passport for and can only imagine. It’s the time before time; the world without her in it.

Emma sometimes stands in the hall and tries to imagine the other paintings, the full effect of Francis in his entirety. He’d take over the wall, the room, be large as life, and yes, maybe if he were whole, maybe then his entire body would move—not just his eye, as Emma swears she’s seen. Maybe he’d step off the wall and onto the floor, leaving great muddy hoofprints next to their own predictable shoes.

Nine. A lucky number. And just last month, Emma herself turned nine. They had a little party, just Emma, her parents, and her best friend Mel. Her parents had been eager for her to invite more friends, but the truth of it was that Emma didn’t really have any other friends. Most of the other kids in school made fun of her, called her a mental case. And even if she’d had another friend, she probably wouldn’t invite her to her house. Especially not now that her dad was living in the barn. That was not something she wanted going around school.

Mel’s the only one she trusts. The only one who doesn’t make a big deal about her counting under her breath or having to go through the trays at lunch until she finds a blue one without scratches.

On her birthday, Emma, Mel, and her parents went candle-pin bowling, then came home and ate red velvet cake, which was Emma’s absolute favorite because it’s both chocolatey and a strange Mars red color. The other thing she loved about it was that when her mom was growing up, this was the exact same cake Grandma Bev baked for her each year. Emma loved the words Family Recipe, and each birthday, when she took her first bite of the cake, so sweet it made her teeth ache, she’d imagine her mother at the same age—seven, eight, nine—taking her first bite, and for those few brief seconds each year, she felt linked to her mother in this fleeting, sugary way.

Emma closed her eyes as she blew out the nine candles on her cake, sure that when she opened them, something miraculous would have happened. She would discover she’d sprouted wings, or find herself living underwater with the starfish. Francis the moose would have come to life—not just a little twitch of the eye, a little wink, but a full-fledged, living, breathing, smelly moose.

But this is not what she wished for. What she wants most, what she concentrated on with all her might as she blew out the candles, was that her parents would get back together again. They would realize they love each other and her father would move out of the barn and back into the farmhouse with them.

Maybe, she decided, as she watched them grinning at her over the cake with its smoking candles, they just needed a little help. A little push in the right direction.

IT’S MEL, WHO IS ten, one whole year older, who suggests they start snooping.

“We can’t do that!” Emma complains. It’s Monday, the ninth of June, the first full day of summer vacation, and they’re bored already.

“You’re the one who wants to get them back together so bad,” Mel says, then she starts picking at her cuticles, a sure sign that she’s on the verge of losing interest in the problem altogether. Mel is smart, but she hates to be shot down and it doesn’t take much for her to get bored and move on to something else. If Emma’s not careful, Mel might even hop on her bike and ride home, leaving Emma alone and bored, nothing to do but watch bad reruns. It’s the first day of summer vacation. The first day of freedom. This one day could set the tone for the whole summer and Emma doesn’t want to blow it.

“But how’s that going to help? What would we even be looking for?” Emma asks, hesitant, knowing that what Mel suggested is wrong, bad, it is not RESPECTFUL, and respecting one another is the biggest, maybe the only, rule of their house.

“Evidence,” Mel says, her face twisting into a concentrated scowl.

Mel’s father is a police officer. Her mother’s a librarian at the high school. And Mel always gets 100 percent on the weekly vocabulary tests in school, which means Mel knows things. Things like the definitions of abdicate and fortuitous, how to lift fingerprints off a drinking glass with Scotch tape and talcum powder, and maybe even how to get two broken people to love each other again.

“Okay,” Emma agrees. “But if we get caught, they’ll kill us.”

Mel loops her arm around Emma’s neck, pulling her tight in what could be a hug or the beginning of a headlock, and says, “You won’t regret it.” Mel’s words are hot, sour puffs against Emma’s cheek, whispered in a fiery excitement that immediately makes Emma wonder if she should have agreed to this after all.

Their search (now officially dubbed Operation Reunite—OR for short—by Mel) begins with Tess’s bedroom. Henry’s at work. Tess is in the basement working out—Emma can hear the thunk of her mother’s gloved hands on the huge black punching bag hung by chains from the floor joist. Everlast, the bag says. Thump. Ka-chang. Thump. Ka-chang.

Emma stands guard in the hall, shifting nervously from one foot to the other, while Mel pokes through all of her mother’s things. A closet full of clothes from Land’s End and L.L. Bean. Practical shoes. In the drawer of the bedside table Mel finds only a flashlight and a paperback mystery with a noose on the cover.

Emma plays with the brass knob on her mother’s bedroom door, turning it to the left nine times, then nine to the right, for luck.

“Nothing here,” Mel says, dejected. “Let’s try the office.”

They tramp down the stairs, through the living room and into the tiny room that serves as the office. Mel sits in the old leather swivel chair and goes through the desk. Emma gets the file cabinet. All they come up with are monthly budgets, bills, old coupons, and dust bunnies. Emma hates dust. She read once that household dust is 80 percent flaked-off human skin. Gross. People are like snakes, they just shed differently. Emma vacuums her room every day. She ties a bandanna around her nose and mouth, bandit style, while she cleans, to keep from breathing in all those sloughed-off skin cells.

“I don’t know how you got to be so fastidious,” her mom always says.

“You’re a super freak,” Mel tells her.

“No,” Emma says. “I’m just fastidious.”

Mel laughs. “Like you even know what that means!”

But Emma does know. She looked it up. And it has nothing to do with being either fast or hideous. It just means she’s careful and particular. Nothing freakish about that. Emma believes in order. In putting things together in exactly the right way so that the universe makes sense. Which is why she wants her parents back together. If things are out of order, bad stuff can happen. Storms, car accidents, brain aneurysms. Right after Emma’s dad moved out, a huge tree fell in the yard, almost crushing the house. If that wasn’t proof, what was?

Emma closes the door to the file cabinet. Then, worried she forgot to straighten the hanging folders inside, she opens it again to check. All straight. She closes the metal drawer, resists the urge to open it and check again.


Fastidious.

Sometimes, she hates these feelings. This need to make sure things are put together just right. She can get stuck in one spot forever fixing something, then checking it again and again.

She gives in, opens the drawer, runs her fingers over the perfectly straight files, feels her body relax.

“There’s nothing here,” Mel says, scratching her head. Mel cuts her own hair, so it’s shaggy, with brown bangs at a funny angle across her forehead. She needs a shower. Sometimes Mel gets so caught up in inventing her own secret language or figuring out how to make cupcakes explode that she forgets about details like eating and taking a bath. Her dad works a lot of extra hours and her mom’s kind of a hippie, so Mel gets away with stuff most kids wouldn’t.

Thump, thump goes Emma’s mom in the basement. Left, right. Jabs and hooks.

“Now what?” Emma asks.

Mel looks out the window, across the yard, her blue eyes glimmering. “Your dad’s barn.”

“I’m not allowed in there when he’s not home.” Emma’s voice comes out as a near whine and she’s a little embarrassed.

“Do you want your parents back together or not?” Mel asks, pushing her glasses with the heavy square plastic frames up her nose. Mel doesn’t even need glasses—these are from a costume shop. She thinks they make her look smarter. Emma thinks they make her look like Velma from Scooby-Doo—who is, she admits, the smart one.

“Yes. Of course.” Thump, thump, thump, thump. Ka-CHANG! Emma can feel through her feet the vibrations of her mother pounding the bag, feels the fury and is sure that one of these days, her mother’s punching is going to knock the entire house off its old granite foundation. Her mother swears the boxing isn’t about anger, it’s about exercise.


“Then quit being a dumbass,” Mel says. “Come on.”

Mel makes her way out of the house and to the barn, Emma behind her, stopping in the front hall to whisper nine when Mel’s out of earshot—smart as she is, there are some things Mel just doesn’t get. Like the importance of Francis. And Danner. Mel doesn’t get Danner at all. If Danner shows up when Mel is over, Emma just has to pretend Danner’s not there. Sometimes this makes Danner mad—she doesn’t like to be ignored.

It takes Emma eighty-one steps to get to her father’s barn. Very lucky. Nine goes into eighty-one nine times, which makes it the square root. Trees have roots and so do numbers.

It doesn’t get much luckier than eighty-one.

When Emma gets to the barn, she sees Mel has lit up one of her homemade cigarettes. Mel uses Wrigley chewing gum wrappers and dried herbs from her kitchen: oregano, basil, thyme.

“You can’t smoke that inside,” Emma says.

Mel rolls her eyes, licks her thumb and forefinger, and pinches the burning end of the Juicy Fruit cigarette until it’s out. Then she puts the remains into the Altoid tin she keeps her smokes and pack of matches in.

Mel and Emma start with the south side of the barn, the part converted into living quarters. It’s a studio apartment—one compact room for cooking, eating, and sleeping, and a bathroom tucked into a corner. Emma’s grandpa had it built as a little retirement cottage for himself. He didn’t want to be “in the way” in the main house and felt he didn’t need much space of his own. He was ready to downsize. To simplify.

It doesn’t take Emma and Mel long to search the small living area. Her dad doesn’t have much stuff: a daybed, a desk, some shelves, and a table with two chairs. It feels more like a motel room than a home, and this gives Emma hope. Like somehow he knows it’s only temporary, that he’ll move back into the house one day, so it’s best not to get too settled in the barn.


They move through the kitchenette and open the door to the other side, where her dad has his workshop. It’s an old horse barn, but the stalls and loft were taken out. Now it’s just one huge cavernous space, big enough for a small airplane, Emma guesses. The workshop smells like sawdust and grease. There are metal shelves, workbenches, and tools from three generations of DeForge men: a lathe, drill press, band saw, table saw, seemingly endless hand tools. Her dad also keeps some company equipment in the barn: an extra power washer, scaffolding, broken ladders.

Mel steps through. Emma’s heart is pounding. She knows she’s not allowed in there. She has this sense that if she passes through the doorway without her father’s permission, something terrible is sure to happen. She hesitates at the threshold, turns the doorknob nine times each way, but the feeling doesn’t go away.

“Sometimes my dad comes home for lunch,” she says.

Mel checks her watch. “Please! It’s ten thirty, Em.” She flips on the lights. “Now get in here and help me.”

Emma holds her breath and steps through. Nothing terrible happens. Not yet. But the truly horrible things take time.

“Global warming,” she whispers. “Cancer.” She imagines one little cell somewhere in her body going bad, dividing into another.

“What?” Mel barks.

“Nothing.”

There, in the center of the cathedral-size room, raised up on its own specially constructed frame, is the dugout canoe Emma’s dad is making. He’s installed bright track lighting above it, leaving the rest of the workshop in shadow. Large and pale, with graceful curves, the canoe reminds Emma of a long, white dolphin. It makes her nervous, seeing something so obviously meant for water stuck on land. Not just stuck, but held with wooden clamps and braces. Imprisoned.

“You look over there,” Mel orders, pointing to the metal shelves and cabinets that line the east wall of the workshop. Mel goes to the old wooden workbench, starts picking up tools.

“My dad doesn’t like people to touch his stuff,” Emma complains. It’s not RESPECTFUL.

“He’ll never know,” Mel promises, dropping a large metal rasp back down on the bench with a clang.

Emma scans the shelves: chain saw, pruning shears, a burned-out headlight. Mostly what she finds is row after row of half-empty paint cans. She picks one up, reads the top: Bone White. She counts the letters in the name: nine. Emma hears from up above what sounds like a cat sneeze.

There, sitting on the edge of the top shelf, with her long legs dangling over, is Danner, smiling down.

Danner is a girl with dirty blond hair, just like Emma’s. She’s around Emma’s age. In fact, she could almost be Emma’s twin. Her nose is a little different, her chin a little more pointy, but every now and then, Emma catches a glimpse of herself in a mirror or shop window, and thinks it’s Danner she’s seeing.

Sometimes Danner shows up in Emma’s clothes, which Emma can’t stand, but Danner always puts them back, clean and folded. Sometimes Danner arrives in some outfit of her mom’s or dad’s. For some reason, she never puts back the clothes she borrows from Emma’s mom. If Danner shows up in Emma’s mom’s new running shorts, you can bet that they’ll either disappear forever or turn up ruined. One time, she borrowed Emma’s mom’s cashmere coat and the next day, it showed up at the bottom of the pool.

Today, Danner’s wearing Emma’s dad’s old fishing vest.

Danner gives a little snicker, which is what makes the cat-sneeze noise.

Emma puts her finger to her lips: hush. Danner puts her own finger to her lips, smile growing wider. Then she takes the finger from her mouth, and rests it on one of the paint cans on the top shelf. Emma shakes her head no! but it’s too late. The paint can crashes down on the floor, the lid pops off, and a thick, dark green paint splatters everywhere.

Emma’s whole body vibrates with panic. How is she ever going to clean up this mess? If there’s paint on the floor, her dad will know she’s been in his workshop. She should never have come. What was she thinking? She grabs some rags from the shelf. Danner snickers. Emma’s too mad to even look up at her.

“I’ve got something!” Mel yells. She’s hunched over an old red metal toolbox.

Emma’s skin gets prickly. She drops the rags into the center of the forest green puddle, leaves Danner and the spilled paint, and moves in for a closer look. There, stuffed into the rusty bottom of the toolbox, is a stack of Polaroids and a heavy black book with the words DISMANTLEMENT = FREEDOM painted across the front.

“No way!” Mel squeals, picking up the photos and looking at the one on top. “It’s your parents. Look!”

Emma snatches the photo. Her mom and dad are in the picture, but even though Emma knows it’s her mom and dad, everything about them is different, wrong somehow. Mom’s hair is long and tangly, and Daddy looks like he’s growing a beard. And they’re smiling! They actually look genuinely happy. He has his arm around her. Emma can barely remember the last time her parents touched, with the exception of bumping into each other accidentally, which is always followed by a very awkward Excuse me.

Beside her parents are two ladies Emma doesn’t recognize. The lady at the far right has short dark hair and is holding a gun. A rifle, like for hunting. The other lady, a blonde, has her head on the shoulder of the gun lady. And the blond lady is showing her middle finger to whoever is taking the photo, which is a dirty thing to do. Like swearing.

“Check it out!” Mel says, snickering. “She’s giving someone the bird.”

Emma looks for a bird, but just sees the gun, the girl holding up her middle finger, her mother leaning in to her father, her head on his shoulder.

Emma stares at the picture so long and hard that she starts to feel dizzy. She knows she’s seeing her parents A Long Time Ago. She hardly hears Mel speaking, and when she does, it takes her a minute to remember where she is, how she got here, who it is who’s speaking to her.

“It’s a journal by someone named Suz,” Mel says, holding the heavy black book. “You’re not gonna believe this, Em! Your parents were part of some group called ‘the Compassionate Dismantlers.’ They had a manifesto and everything!”

“Manifesto,” Emma repeats, not 100 percent sure what the word means, but thinking it sure doesn’t sound like anything her parents would ever be involved with.

Emma looks back across the workshop to Danner, still perched on the top of the shelves, to see if she’s catching all this. Danner gives her a wink.

“Listen to this,” Mel reads, “‘To understand the nature of a thing, it must be taken apart.’”

Emma just nods. She thinks of Francis the moose. “Nine,” she whispers without thinking, looking back down at the photo in her hand. Suz is the lady who painted Francis. Is she the one with the gun or the one giving the camera the finger? And who had taken the picture?

“What’d you say, super freak?” Mel asks.

“Nothing.”

Emma tucks the photo into the back pocket of her shorts, then looks up again, searching for Danner, but she’s gone. Danner’s like that. Here one minute. Gone the next.

“Holy crap!” Mel says, holding the journal out to Emma. “Check it out: there are addresses in the front for all the group members. We’ve gotta write to them!”

“And say what?” Emma asks.


Mel studies the names and addresses, thinking. Then, she smiles so big that all her teeth are showing. “Oh my god!” she howls. “This is it!”

“What?” Emma asks.

Mel holds the book out in front of her in both hands, shaking it like a tambourine. “Don’t you get it? We’ve gotta write to these people and find a way to make them come back. Maybe if we can remind your parents of their old college days, they’ll like go back in time and be all gaga for each other again. This is our answer.” She shakes the book again. “Right here. It’s exactly what we’ve been looking for!”

“But these addresses are like ten years old,” Emma says.

Mel nods. “They were in college. Which means these are probably their parents’ addresses. And parents can stay in the same house forever. Trust me.” Mel pulls a small spiral notebook and pen from the back pocket of her grungy army fatigues and copies the addresses from the journal. When she’s done, she puts the journal and photos back into the toolbox. “I’ll get the bikes and meet you out front. Go tell your mom we’re going to D.J.’s for Cokes. And get some money.”

Emma shakes her head. “I’ve got to clean up the spilled paint first.”

Mel looks over at the huge green mess on the floor. “Great going, super freak,” she says, shaking her head. Then Mel goes over, grabs a bunch of rags, and starts wiping it up.

AT D.J.’S GENERAL STORE, they choose three cheesy Vermont postcards from the spinning rack (each with a moose, in honor of Francis) and stamps. Bernice sells them to the girls, and says, “Doing a little correspondence this morning, huh?”

Bernice has run the store forever. Even Emma’s grandpa couldn’t remember there ever having been a D.J.

“Yes, ma’am,” Mel says with a proud smile. “We’re writing to our friends at summer camp.”


Mel says that Bernice is a textbook case of split-personality disorder. Sometimes, you walk in and she’s all smiles, and gives you a free piece of licorice. Other days, she snarls, “This ain’t the place to window-shop. If you don’t have money, go on home.”

“Maybe it’s menopause,” Mel guesses, and Emma nods, but has no idea what she means.

The best part is, you can always tell which Bernice you’re up against by her face: on the days when she’s evil Bernice, she’s got on makeup—little circles of pink rouge, orange frosted lipstick put on all wrong.

This morning, she’s just plain old friendly Bernice with her gray hair in a ponytail, her pale liver-spotted skin scrubbed clean.

“Good girls,” she says. “Kids can get homesick at camp. A postcard from a friend will put a smile on their faces. You each take a root beer barrel. On the house.”

“Thanks, Bernice,” they both chime, reaching into the plastic bin on the counter.

Mel rolls her eyes, unwraps her candy, mouths the words mental case, and Emma steps hard on Mel’s foot to shut her up. They both start laughing.

Emma is sure she can still see a trace of green just under her fingernails even though she scrubbed her hands with hot water and a brush. It took them almost forty-five minutes to clean up the paint. Mel kept saying it was good enough, but Emma was sure her dad would be able to tell.

“This floor is a mess,” Mel said. “It’s already covered with paint splatters and grease and Christ knows what all. Trust me, Em, the only one who’s going to notice whatever little smudge of green we left is you.”

ON THE POSTCARDS, THEY write down words carefully copied from Suz’s journal: DISMANTLEMENT = FREEDOM. To understand the nature of a thing, it must be taken apart. They address the postcards to Spencer Styles, Valerie (Winnie) Delmarco, and Suz Pierce with PLEASE FORWARD in big letters beneath each address.

“If you write that, whoever lives there will send it to the right address,” Mel explains. “My dad showed me. His sister, my aunt Linda, she moves around a lot, and whenever we write her, we put that on the envelope.”

Emma nods, watches Mel drop the cards in the out-of-town mailbox outside.

“Now what?” Emma asks.

“Now we wait for something wonderful to happen,” Mel says.

“NINE,” EMMA WHISPERS ONCE they’re back at home, Mel already halfway to the kitchen where Emma’s mom is making the girls their favorite: grilled cheese and bologna sandwiches. Mel says bologna is made from the lips and buttholes of pigs, which is totally gross, but makes eating it kind of like a double-dog-dare, which is why it’s their favorite.

Emma lingers in the front hall, stares into the great unblinking eye of the moose, and realizes for the first time (how could she never have noticed it before?) that Francis’s eye, the iris a rich brown flecked with sparkling gold, is exactly like Danner’s. Then, she’s sure she sees it: the lid closing for a mere fraction of a second, the moose giving her the tiniest of winks.









Chapter 2



“LOOK, DADDY, I’M A frog!"

Dog paddle. Frog kick. Splash. Legs bent. Extended. Pretzel-thin limbs. Her face goes under. Henry holds his breath too. His heart beats double time in his chest. His breath goes whistley. He knows she’ll drown. He’s seen it in his nightmares a thousand times.

Since summer vacation started ten days ago, Emma’s been in the pool every day, sometimes with Mel, which he can’t bear. Too much horseplay. They pull each other under. Pretend to drown. He yells at them and they yell back, laugh, call him the Fuddy Duddy Daddy. Mel says he needs to Take a chill pill, and Emma only laughs harder at that, which makes his chest ache.

Emma swims to the side of the pool, touches the white cement wall, bobs up, smiling, blond hair slicked back. She has Tess’s small, elfish nose and Henry’s deep brown eyes.

“Dad! Did you see me? I’m a frog!”

He lets himself breathe. Bites his tongue to keep from saying the words: Are not. Now get the hell out of the water.

His jaw hurts from keeping it clenched tight. He opens it wide, like he’s yawning, trying to get the muscles to relax.


He watches Emma go under, holding her breath, her lime green bathing suit shimmering through the water. She has a special waterproof watch she uses to time herself. Tess gave it to her on her birthday. He gave her a camera. A nice one. Digital. For taking pictures on land. Safe old solid ground.

Emma pops up, gasping, her eyes bright red from chlorine. “One minute, nine seconds, Dad!”

He gives her a smile, nods wearily. “You’re the champ,” he says. “Where are your goggles?”

But she’s already underwater again and doesn’t hear him.

She starts doing laps. Nine times back and forth across the pool, touching the edge, counting out loud.

He should have filled in the pool when his father died. Put in a tennis court or a greenhouse for Tess. Anything but this. He knows one day his daughter will drown. Feels it in his bones. In his shaking muscles each time she jumps in. Swan dive. Belly flop. Sinking down, down, nearly to the bottom while he gnaws the insides of his cheeks like a desperate animal, until he tastes blood.

In his dreams she’s there in the water, reaching for him, calling, Daddy! as she goes under, sinking down, down, down.

HENRY LOOKS MUCH THE same as he did when he graduated from college. Same close-to-the-skull haircut, same way of walking with his hands shoved deep in his pockets. Only he wears chinos these days more than ripped jeans. The scruffy beard is gone. And there are faint wrinkles around his eyes. He’s still very boyish. Fidgety. A stranger would look at him and call him handsome. Would say he was a lucky man with a beautiful wife and daughter, a successful business, a swimming pool. A stranger would look at him and think Henry would be a fool not to be in love with his life.

But a stranger wouldn’t know that Henry actually lives in a converted barn out back beyond the pool and hasn’t slept in bed with his wife for nearly a year. And as far as sleeping with his wife in the conjugal sense, it had been a year and a half. Sex had become increasingly unsatisfying and more of a trial than anything else. Tess put more of an effort into reviving it than he did. She bought books, sensual massage oils (including one that was supposed to be arousingly warming but caused an allergic reaction, burning his penis), but in the end, he just didn’t feel all that interested. Passion, Henry told himself, was for young lovers, poets and artists. None of which he was or would be ever again.

But a stranger would not know any of this. They would have no idea that Henry sees every part of his life as a miserable failure. True, he loves Emma profoundly, painfully—yet surely he is failing her too.

Fuddy Duddy Daddy. Take a chill pill.

Fuck.

Henry chews the inside of his cheeks. Feels a headache coming on. It always starts with a little tickle just behind his eye. Then the tickle turns to a pinprick and Henry imagines his skull, like the body of a pinhole camera: that little pinprick lets in the pain and magnifies it; projects it onto the wall of his skull where it vibrates until even his jaw and teeth are sore. He carries aspirin around in his pocket the way some people carry breath mints. He shakes the bottle with his fingers, hears it rattle. There’s comfort in that. He pulls it out, pries off the lid, lets three tablets fall into his open palm, tosses them into his mouth and chews. The aspirin burns the cuts on the inside of his cheeks. Eats away at the exposed flesh there—wounds that never heal.

AT FIRST, HE’D MADE Emma wear a bright orange life jacket. Then water wings. Eventually, Tess argued that Emma was too old, too strong a swimmer, that the flotation devices did more harm than good. Into the garage they went, any hope of saving his daughter piled up with the mildewed camping gear and bald tires.

Henry doesn’t even own swimming trunks. Doesn’t take baths, just three-minute showers. Lather, rinse, out. Tess calls it a phobia.

“Survival instinct,” Henry says. “We were not born with fins.”

Sometimes, though neither of them says it, when they look out at the pool, they remember the dark water of the lake.

Tess remembers out loud what a good swimmer Henry used to be. How he and Suz would race out to the rocks from their beach at the lake. They’d have contests to see who could go farthest underwater, who could hold their breath longest. Suz usually won but Tess suspected that Henry let her.

“You used to love the water,” Tess says, shaking her head mournfully.

Secretly, Henry now wonders if he’ll have the courage to save his daughter when the time comes. In his nightmares, his feet are concrete blocks and he has no hands. When he dives in to save her, he goes straight to the bottom, trying to picture Tess’s face when she finds them both there—waterlogged on the cement floor of the pool—and he’s sorry he won’t be able to come back to life for an instant to deliver his final words, sound traveling up in bubbles escaping his blue lips: I told you so.

EMMA’S TOWELING OFF WHEN the phone rings. The sliding glass doors leading from the patio to the kitchen are open, and he hears it through the screen. Tess will never hear the phone in the basement, iPod buds in her ears as she works out.

“Stay out of the pool,” he tells Emma. She just rolls her eyes. He stops, rolls his own back at her, which gets a laugh. He jogs into the house, through the sliding screen door, picks up the phone just before the answering machine kicks in. Technically, this phone is now Tess and Emma’s, although there is still an extension in the barn. When the office can’t reach him on his line in the apartment side of the barn, they call the other house line. People at work have no idea he lives apart from his wife and daughter—he tells them the first line is for his workshop and to always try there before calling the home number. Somehow, his entire life has come to be about deceit.

“Hello,” he stammers, out of breath.

“Is this Henry? Henry DeForge?” A woman’s voice. Young. The words carefully enunciated and crisp as pressed linen.

“Yes.” None other. The Fuddy Duddy Daddy himself.

“My name is Samantha Styles.”

Henry draws a blank. A client? He doesn’t think so. But there’s something familiar about the name. Something that tells him he should recognize it. He searches his brain, but the headache is coming on strong now and not leaving room for much else.

“Yes?” he says, not willing to give away that he has no idea who she is. He just wants to get rid of her and take some more aspirin. Or maybe he’ll head for the medicine cabinet and steal one of Tess’s codeine tablets. She’s got some old Percocet in there too. That might take the edge off.

“I believe you were a friend of my brother, Spencer?”

Henry feels the pain in his eye go off like a firework, blossoming into the rest of his face.

“How did you get this number?” he asks.

“I found it in an old address book of Spencer’s. My brother…” Her voice falters. “Spencer killed himself two days ago.” The words come fast, a nearly inaudible blur, no longer careful and crisp.

Henry falls back against the wall, covers with the sweaty palm of his hand the eye that feels as if it has an ice pick going into it. “I’m sorry,” he murmurs into the plastic phone. Really, he’s more terrified than sorry. He hasn’t thought of Spencer Styles in ages. He just put a wall around that part of his brain. Caged the Spencer memories in. Or, more appropriately, tied them up.


He remembers the feel of the rope in his hands—rough, un-yielding hemp—and Suz’s voice, Tighter, Henry. Tie it tighter.

He blinks the memory away. Mustn’t start down that path. No sir-ee.

“He didn’t leave a note,” Samantha Styles tells him. “But he was found with a postcard from Vermont. All it says is, ‘Dismantlement Equals Freedom’ and…” She pauses, and he imagines her peering at the postcard to read it carefully. “And ‘In order to understand the nature of a thing, it must be taken apart.’ Does that mean anything to you, Henry?”

Oh Jesus. Does it ever.

“Not a thing.” His voice is just above a whisper. He’s pressing his hand into his eye, trying to quell the pain as he wonders why Spencer would have kept an old postcard and why, in God’s name, he was holding it when he offed himself. It’s been ten years.

“The postmark says that it was sent from Vermont last week,” she tells him.

“Last week?” Impossible. The only remaining members of the Dismantlers in Vermont are he and Tess. It must be a mistake. A card lost in the mail all these years. That kind of thing happened now and then, didn’t it?

Shit, Henry thinks. Suz would have loved this. He actually smiles at the thought of it. Can’t help himself.

“My father’s hired a man, a private investigator, to look into Spencer’s death. Whatever the words on the postcard mean, he’ll get to the bottom of it. He’s planning a trip out to Vermont. I’m sure he’ll want to talk to you.”

The smile turns back into a grimace of pain. Suz would not love this part.

Fuck. If some private investigator shows up and starts sniffing around…

“I don’t know how much help I’ll be.” Henry hears the words leave his mouth, but he’s hardly aware of having formed them. He’s down on his knees now. The lines of grout in the tiled floor are wavering, making the floor seem to ripple. The light is impossibly bright. His mouth has the salty iron taste of blood.

“The memorial service is next week,” she says. “Here in Chicago. It would be great if you could make it.”

“I’m afraid I can’t get away. I run a painting business. This is our busy season.”

There’s a long pause. He resists the urge to just hang up. Get rid of this woman the quickest way he can.

“You know,” she says, “I don’t think Spencer had many friends after college. Not like the friends he had then. It would mean a lot if you could come.”

Tighter, Suz said. Tie it tighter. By then Spencer had given up fighting.

Henry’s palming his eyeball, trying to keep it from popping out from the pain, the pressure of the explosion happening inside his head. He listens as Samantha Styles rattles off the address, date, and time of the memorial service, pretends to write it down, just in case he’s able to get away. He hangs up just in time to get to the sink and throw up. There’s blood in his vomit from his bleeding cheek. He runs water, turns on the garbage disposal. The Electric Pig, Emma calls it. He peeks out the window. She’s lying down in a chair beside the pool, her skin streaked ghostly white from the sunblock she’s applied. Good girl.

He takes the stairs to the basement slowly, gripping the rail, his legs rubbery. He hears the sound of Tess’s gloves on the bag, the rattle of the chains. Her grunts, gasps, heavy breathing. It’s incredibly sexy, the boxing. Sometimes when he’s alone in his bed at night he plays little movies in his head of Tess boxing. In his fantasies, he’s holding the bag, feeling the force of each punch until he can’t take any more, then she guides him to the floor, he slides her shorts down and she climbs on top of him, her padded gloves pushing down on his shoulders as she rises and falls with him inside her. His fantasy sex life is much more exciting, more vivid than the real thing had ever been.

It was her idea that he move out of the house last April.

“It’s not working,” she said. “I’m tired of just settling.”

Her decision wasn’t based on any one thing, rather the accumulated years of struggling, just getting by. One day she woke up and decided she’d had enough.

“Don’t you ever want more, Henry?”

“No,” he’d told her.

She shook her head mournfully. “You used to.”

“But I love you,” Henry said. He’d been saying those three words for so long. They were the three magic words that were always supposed to make everything better.

And it wasn’t a lie. He did love her. Maybe it hadn’t ever been this bright, passionate thing that she imagined it should be, but it was solid. It had a strong foundation. He firmly believed that he and Tess were bound in some deep way by the things they’d shared. They were meant for each other. No one else would have them. No one else would ever understand who they each truly were, where they’d been. When he looked at Tess, he saw all of her: the college student, the Compassionate Dismantler, the mother, the artist, and now, the boxer. How could he help but love someone he saw so completely?

And they’d been happy together, hadn’t they? It was true that their marriage hadn’t been picture perfect every moment, but it was good, it was fine. It was enough. Or it should have been. But Tess always seemed to want more; that ever elusive more that Henry could never manage to get his head around.

“I love you,” he repeated again. A mantra. An incantation.

She shook her head. “I’ll never be her, Henry. And I know that every morning, you wake up from your dreams, open your eyes, and some part of you is always a little disappointed. Isn’t that right?”


He packed his clothes and moved into the barn that night. All his father’s old widower furniture was still there: the dusty daybed, the small table and desk.

Only later, tossing and turning under his father’s duck-decoy-print sheets, did he realize he should have said something more to her (something along the lines of But you’re real, you’re alive); he should have put up a fight. But by then, it seemed too late.

HE GETS TO THE bottom of the stairs and turns to the left, there she is, her back to him, pounding the shit out of the hanging bag under a flickering fluorescent light. She’s a small-framed woman. Barely five feet tall and ninety-five pounds, nearly all of it muscle. She’s wearing a sports bra and running shorts. Her body is soaked with sweat. It flies from her closely cropped brown hair as she lunges at the bag, going in for the full assault, grunting with the effort of it.

Henry circles around his dancing, punching wife so that he’s in her line of sight. She gives a surprised little shriek.

“Jesus, Henry! I had no idea you were there!”

He smiles apologetically. He sees her tremble a little and imagines being able to lay a reassuring hand on her arm, say, “Sorry, love,” maybe even take her in his arms. He’d like that. To take her in his arms again. Feel her damp body against him, the heat radiating, warming him in the deepest way.

In the early years of their marriage, when they slept together, she fit so neatly, so perfectly against him, filling all his empty spaces. And she was always warm, even on the coldest winter nights when she’d shriek at the feel of his frozen hands and feet on her bare skin.

She’d take his hands, tuck them under her body, then, once they were no longer painfully cold, she’d guide them to her warmest places, and soon, he’d be hot, sweating, throwing the covers off.


He clears his throat. “Didn’t mean to startle you. I just got a phone call.”

She uses her teeth to un-Velcro the thick boxing glove, pulls it off, then removes the other. Underneath, her hands are wrapped in what looks to Henry like black bandages for extra support and protection. Once the gloves are off, she removes the earbuds. He can hear the music thumping out of them. One of the snarling women Tess listens to when she exercises.

“From whom?” she asks, reaching for a towel to mop the sweat off her face. Tess looks worried, her damp brow creased. She knows he wouldn’t have interrupted her if it wasn’t important.

Henry closes his left eye to keep the pain at bay.

“Another headache?” she asks, her voice soft.

She used to take her thumb and rub this spot just under his eyebrow. She’d start out soft, then press hard against the ridge of bone, the pain almost excruciating, and just when he thought he couldn’t stand it anymore, she’d stop and the headache would be gone.

He nods, then, one eyed, he tells her about the phone call from Spencer’s sister: Spencer’s suicide, the postcard, the private investigator coming to Vermont.

“If the truth comes out…,” he starts to say, looking at her through one eye, Cyclops eye.

Tess nods. Her shoulders slouch, her knees bend, her head drops down, and she closes her eyes tight, as if she’s making a wish.

“But maybe,” Henry says, desperate to make things okay again, to stick to his role as protector, “maybe it doesn’t have to. It’s been this long, right? We’ll practice our stories before the investigator gets here. I’ll go up to the cabin and make sure there’s nothing incriminating there.”

Tess looks up at him, her eyes glassy. “Henry,” she says. “What would happen to Emma? If we went to jail?”


“We’ll get through this,” he tells her, letting himself take her wrapped-up hand in his. She gives his fingers a gentle squeeze.

“Henry, do you ever think about what would have happened if…” Her voice trails off.

“Everything’s going to be all right,” he promises, remembering that they were the same words he told her the night Suz died. Empty, hollow words.









Chapter 3



HER RHYTHM IS OFF. Her concentration, gone. Spencer is dead. Their past is surfacing, like she somehow always knew it would.

Dismantlement = Freedom.

“Christ,” she mumbles, stepping away from the bag to get her water bottle. Holding it clumsily between her two boxing gloves, she takes a long swallow.

Henry got right up to her without her having any idea he was in the room. She hates being sneaked up on, knowing someone has been watching her without her awareness. Even harmless Henry.

She’s been feeling like that a lot lately: as if someone’s watching her. Spying. She feels eyes on her when she’s working in her studio, buying flowers at the farmers’ market. Last Saturday morning the feeling was so strong she had to stop herself from running across the town green back to her car, weaving between card tables and vendors set up with white umbrellas; everything felt sinister, right down to the bluegrass trio, whose music, as she race-walked past, made her almost scream—the notes brushing her skin like feelers from some hideous, invisible insect.


“Paranoia, the destroyer,” she says, remembering the old Kinks song.

But what if it’s not her imagination? What if someone—something, even—is watching her?

It’s crazy to even think of.

And what about the vermilion paint? she asks herself. Explain that one, will ya?

She gets a chill, puts down the water bottle, goes back to the bag, but it’s no good. Today’s workout is ruined.

The whole reason she started boxing was because it was the one thing she’d tried that made everything else go away: the summer of the Dismantlers, the complicated mess her marriage had become. When she practices boxing, she’s that focused. There’s her, the gloves, and the bag. There’s no room for anything else.

She’s done it all: yoga (God, she hated lying there on the mat, concentrating on her breath, trying to be calm and centered and one with the universe. Please.), aerobics, even Jazzercise where a pert blond instructor kept everyone in step in a room that smelled distinctly like bad clams. Henry had chuckled when she told him this detail.

“I swear,” she’d said. “Rotten seafood. But no one else seemed to notice.”

“How could they not?” he’d asked. “Maybe they were just being polite.”

“Polite?”

“Yeah,” Henry said. “Maybe they all knew the smell was coming from the instructor.”

They laughed harder.

They used to be a couple like that: they’d tell each other little stories from their days and laugh. Fill the space and silence with these small details, but rarely would they delve into anything deeper, more meaningful.

Tess thinks of those water bugs, striders, who skate across the surface, but never dive. That’s what their conversations used to be like.

TWO YEARS AGO, WHEN Tess was feeling particularly unsatisfied, she tried therapy, where she’d gone over and over her childhood and her dead-end marriage. She knew better than to expect any sense of resolution, of ever feeling whole again. She knew there were too many things she’d never tell any stranger—a therapist, a priest, anyone.

Tess sidestepped carefully around the real issues, her secret Dismantler history. She got close sometimes, but never told. Instead, she talked about her dreams. Dreams where she discovered some forgotten pet tucked away in a closet or basement: a starving puppy who’s chewed off his own tail, a box of mice who have eaten each other’s eyes out.

“And I pick the box up and the mice are all banging against the sides of it, their feet are bloody stumps from trying to dig their way out.”

Her poor therapist gave an involuntary shiver and this left Tess feeling strangely satisfied. But that small satisfaction aside, therapy was going nowhere.

“What do you think the mice represent?” the sweet New Age woman with hennaed hair had asked.

Tess shrugged.

Therapy was just another mistake in a long series of mistakes, lined up like tumbling dominos, leading her right there to that place: blubbering to a near stranger about her unsatisfying life with a husband who didn’t love her the way she longed to be loved. Pathetic.

“But then there’s Emma,” Tess was careful to mention at the end of each therapy session, a reminder to herself and her therapist that not every part of her life was empty and unfulfilling. Emma was her greatest accomplishment—the one good thing she had to show for the last ten years.


When things between Tess and Henry were going badly, on days when they couldn’t even muster the energy for small talk, they had Emma. Their bright jewel of a girl who gave their relationship focus and meaning. She’d waltz into the room and they’d be a happy family again—laughing at knock-knock jokes, tripping over words, talking over each other, because suddenly, they all had so much to say.

IT WAS ONE OF the trainers at the health club, Joe, a tiny man with Brylcreem hair, who turned her on to boxing. He showed her the heavy bag and some basic moves. He taught her the proper way to wrap her hands, the importance of the right gloves. At first, they just worked on her stance and he had her circle the bag, chin tucked in, face protected by her hands, silly and cartoonish in bright red gloves.

“You have to learn the footwork first,” he told her. “It’s the foundation you’re going to base everything else on. If you don’t have a solid stance, you’re through.”

Then came the punches. The straight left, the jab and the hook. The cross. The uppercut.

She’d master one and he’d teach her another.

“Beautiful!” he’d shout. “Watch your feet. Eye on the bag. Chin down. Gloves up. That’s right. Circle to the left. Hit it again. Picture your hand going through the bag, out the other side. Nothing can stop you!”

And as her fists connected with all eighty pounds of the hanging leather bag, she felt something she hadn’t in a long, long time. Not from her art, her life, her marriage. She felt satisfied.

HER GLOVES AND WRAPS off, she moves to the weight bench, lies back, and does ten presses.

If the truth comes out…


Ten years. Ten years spent avoiding it, circling around it, not daring to look it in the eye. Talk about fancy footwork.

“You’ve gotta look, Tess,” Suz told her, blowing sweet, resiny smoke in her face. They were getting stoned on the roof of a parking garage in Burlington. They had just finished going carefully down the rows, dumping sugar in the gas tank of every SUV. They left little typewritten, photocopied notes tucked under the windshield wiper of each one: Gas-guzzling motherfuckers get dismantled!

Winnie and Henry were off scoping out the construction site of a new bank around the corner to see if it was a good target for a late-night dismantling mission.

Suz passed the joint to Tess and continued. “Really look at things without all the bullshit filters you’ve been taught to look through your whole life.” Suz’s amber eyes were bloodshot, but glittering. She tucked her hair back behind her ear. “That’s what this is all about. Waking people up from the consumer-culture coma. That’s the compassionate part, you know? We’re showing people the truth, and even if it hurts, even if the shit they think they love gets destroyed, they’re awake. Truly living, maybe for the first time in their lives.”

At the time, it seemed true, felt true. Suz believed it so passionately, and her passion was contagious. But Tess always wondered—maybe people were better off with the watered-down version of life, life with blinders, filters, cars that ran and buildings that went up on time, simple, stupid, mindless jobs. Maybe they were happy.

It was something Tess still struggled with—it was why she’d insisted that she and Henry separate, wasn’t it? Because the watered-down version of life had left her profoundly unsatisfied. But she wasn’t an idealistic kid anymore. Maybe she was wrong to expect more.

Tess looks up at the bar resting above her, the rings of round silver weights clamped on. She reaches up to do another repetition, but finds she can’t. She’s somehow exhausted. Her arms are shaking.

Nothing can stop you.

Bullshit.

Every superhero has his weakness, his own kryptonite. The summer of the Compassionate Dismantlers is hers. Apparently, it was Spencer’s too. Powerful enough to make him take his own life, even after ten years.

“Fuck,” she mumbles.

She sits up, grabs her towel.

She’s strong. Fast. Has developed a hell of a right hook, the power of her whole body behind it. She can run five miles and feel great, barely winded. But none of that matters. It’s been a year since she started boxing and only now does she understand that in the end, it won’t protect her.

She turns to look in the large mirror she installed along the paneled wall, for shadowboxing, and is startled by what she sees: fear. I know what you did, the face in the mirror tells her. And soon, the rest of the world will know too.

You can sink a thing deep, weight it down with stones, but eventually, it will surface.









Chapter 4



THEY’RE ON THEIR WAY home from the supermarket, Henry at the wheel, the back of the Blazer full of grocery bags, Emma strapped in the backseat.

“Mel gets to ride in the front seat,” she complains, thumping her foot against the back of his headrest because she knows it drives him crazy.

“The backseat is safest,” he tells her, for what must be the thousandth time. “Now quit kicking my seat.”

Tess wanted to work on the latest installment in her sculpture garden and Henry offered to do the shopping. He thought it would calm his mind after the phone call with Spencer’s sister earlier that afternoon. He finds comfort in the mundane tasks of everyday life—pushing the shopping cart with the wobbly wheel through the all too bright Price Chopper; scratching the items off Tess’s carefully penned list: lemons, dish soap, bran cereal; giving in easily when Emma asks for a Butterfinger in the checkout line. It makes him feel almost normal. Just a man out shopping with his daughter, guided by his loving wife’s thoughtful list.

It’s all about deception.


Seven miles from home now, they’ve just passed the blind corner beyond Halloway’s Used Furniture, the place where every few years some kid gets killed. The trees beside the road are lined with wooden crosses, sometimes decorated with plastic flowers and Mylar balloons. On the left ahead is the old Seven Bridges Egg Farm with the giant wooden chicken cutout in front. Someone painted it purple with pink spots a few years back, on April Fools’ Day, and no one ever fixed it. The egg farm is now owned by a guy who calls himself Muskrat and sells handmade drums, rattles, and didgeridoos. The chickens are long gone, but sometimes after a summer thunderstorm the acrid scent of chicken shit still haunts the road.

Henry is listening to the Red Sox on the radio when he glances in the rearview mirror to see that Emma’s talking to Danner again. Nonstop talking in a low, deliberate voice. Her hands are flapping, head bobbing as if her talk is a dance, a secret dance done for her secret friend no one else can see.

He catches only a few words and phrases: “If you could see…only…and then I wonder…”

He thought Emma would grow out of it, but it seems the older she gets, the more important Danner becomes. Tess says it’s not cause for concern. “Emma’s imagination is so vivid,” she tells him. “We should be grateful, not worried.”

The Red Sox are behind, five to two. Henry’s chewing the insides of his cheeks again, sucking on the scars he’s made there. What must his dentist think?

It’s stuffy in the Blazer. He turns up the AC. They pass Burt’s Texaco. He spots one of his DeForge Painting pickups gassing up, gives a beep and a wave to the kid filling the tank. A new kid. College boy. David. David gives him a salute.

Henry’s mind circles back around to the phone call from Spencer’s sister. It isn’t Spencer’s death that bothers him. Or even so much the sad fact that his sister is under the illusion that Spencer had his closest friendships in college. No, what worries Henry is the fucking postcard. Dismantlement = Freedom.

Hearing the words again had torn something open inside him, a tear too jagged and unexpected to close neatly.

He tries to tell himself that it’s possible the postcard had been lost, stuffed at the bottom of some forgotten mailbag for ten years.

But what if it wasn’t?

He feels the tear inside him widen. Where had the card come from? There were only five people who had ever used that phrase: himself, Tess, Winnie, Spencer, and Suz. Surely Spencer didn’t send the card to himself. And neither he nor Tess would do such a thing. Winnie? After that summer, she returned home to Boston and they hadn’t heard from her since. In some ways, she’d lost the most that summer and would be the last person to go poking around in the past. If it was her, why would she have sent the card to Spencer? It just didn’t make sense. That left Suz. And Suz—well, she was down at the bottom of Number 10 Lake.

To understand the nature of a thing, it must be taken apart.

Was there another possibility? Someone else who knew the secrets of that summer?

Henry looks up into the rearview mirror, sees Emma talking with Danner. She’s nodding her head. Saying, “I know. I don’t think so either.”

He drums his fingers on the wheel.

Damn it. She’s too old for this. She needs more real friends. She spends too much time alone. There’s Mel, but Mel’s a little off herself with her fake glasses and hacked-up hair. He and Tess should have found a good summer camp for Emma. Something with crafts and horses and cute little campfire songs. But no lake. God, no lake.

Maybe they should have planned a camping trip themselves, like they did when she was little. They had a big old cabin tent that they’d throw in the back of the pickup with sleeping bags, and a cooler full of hot dogs, soda pop, and beer. Tess had a rainbow-striped woven hammock she’d bring, and tie it between two trees at the campground. They’d all three get into it, the sides curling up around them. Cocooning, Tess called it. Sometimes they’d fall asleep there. Mostly they wouldn’t. They’d just swing gently, wrapped in each other’s arms, sticky with sunscreen and bug spray, playing the game where you looked up at the clouds and said what you saw there: hammer, walrus, banana.

“A troll, Daddy! I see a troll. He’s watching us.”

“Want me to make him disappear?” Henry asked, and Emma, sweaty, fearful, nodded. Henry puffed out his cheeks and blew a loud, hissing breath into the sky just as the wind picked up, distorting the clouds, carrying the troll away.

Emma cheered.

“Daddy’s magic,” Tess said, smiling wistfully. “He makes all the bad things go away.”

HENRY CAN’T BE SURE when Danner first showed up. It’s almost as if she’s been around since Emma was born. Since she learned to talk, at least. In the beginning, the invisible girl wasn’t called anything, then, when she was first learning to read, Emma named her.

Henry had an old pair of hiking boots, something he’d bought just before graduating from college, visions of trekking around the world in his head: Ireland, Wales, Australia, the Alps. They’d all four go—“The Compassionate Dismantlers take on the world!” Suz had shouted, delighted by the idea. But then Suz died and Tess got pregnant, and that put an end not just to the Dismantlers, but to his wanderlust. The boots were relegated to yard work and the occasional hike through the woods behind his house. And these days, the only dismantling he did was taking apart the trap under the bathroom sink to retrieve whatever small artifact Emma dropped down the drain. Earrings. A little Eeyore pin she got when Tess’s parents took her to Disney World.

“Daddy, what do your boots say?” Emma asked one afternoon as she lay on the kitchen floor staring at the boots abandoned by the door. The company name was pressed into the leather across the heel of each boot.

“Danner.”

“Why?”

“Because that’s who makes them.”

“Like the elf?”

“What elf, honey?”

“The elf who makes the shoes.”

“Something like that, I guess.”

Emma gave a nod and went back to staring dreamily at the boots. The next day, the invisible girl had a name. Named for a shoe-making elf, and a pair of heavy boots that spoke to Henry not of regret exactly, but simply of what might have been.

Henry grips the Blazer’s wheel tightly, worrying over the baseball game, the origin of the postcard that drove Spencer to suicide, and now, over whether or not Danner is going to be a permanent fixture in their lives. Emma gets quiet. He glances in the rearview mirror, sees she’s still talking, but in a low, quiet voice. Subdued. He turns down the radio.

“How did you die?” Emma asks. Then, in the mirror, he watches her nod, her face as serious as it gets, all pinched up. I’ve got a splinter kind of serious. I think my hamster’s sick kind of serious.

On the low murmur of the radio, Henry hears the crack of a bat. The announcers go wild. Home run. Bases loaded. The Sox have taken the lead. It’s a new ball game.









Chapter 5



WHAT IS A GHOST? Danner says it’s not always the way people think. A ghost doesn’t have to be someone dead, rattling chains, stuck between two worlds. A ghost is a spirit and everyone has a spirit, living or dead. Animals, plants, people.

They’re bumping along in Emma’s dad’s Blazer. Her dad is always saying this stretch of road is the worst and wondering where the hell his tax dollars go.

“Potholes the size of Rhode Island,” he says.

He’s watching Emma in the rearview mirror, his eyes all worried and strange, which is the way he looked at her each time she coughed when she had pneumonia last year.

“Imagine,” Danner tells Emma, as she sits beside her on the crumb-covered, juice-stained backseat, “that the world is like those layers of clear pages in encyclopedias and biology books: put them all together, and you get a whole image, like a frog or a person. But making that up is layer after layer: sheets with heart and lungs, the nerves, the muscles, the skeleton, the skin. This is what the world is like. Do you understand?”


“No,” Emma admits. She doesn’t get it at all. If Mel were here, Mel might get it.

Danner looks out the window at the world going by: a barn with a broken back; a woman watering the pansies around her mailbox; the Heigh-Ho Cabins, which promise satellite TV and have a glowing red VACANCY sign. Danner’s wearing an old faded green college sweatshirt of Emma’s dad’s. SEXTON, it says, in big white letters.

Emma’s never been to Sexton College, even though it’s less than an hour away from their house. She knows it’s where her parents met. Where they studied art A Long Time Ago. Sometimes, Emma says, “I’m going to go to Sexton when I grow up,” and her parents talk in their irritated-but-trying-to-sound-calm voices, and tell her there are plenty of schools out there and we’ll just have to wait and see, and besides, Sexton might not even be around by then.

Emma’s dad turns down the radio, which is fine by Emma. She doesn’t get baseball at all. B-O-R-I-N-G. Emma shifts in her seat, puts her hand on the worn green sleeve of Danner’s shirt and asks the question again.

“How did you die?”

Danner turns back toward her, shakes her head. “Who says I did die? Who says I’m not some future version of you, or the daughter you’ll have one day, peeking in from the transparency all the way on the bottom?”

“You’re not me,” Emma says. Her head is starting to hurt. She wishes they’d hurry up and get home.

“Your parents think so. They think you invented me,” Danner tells her.

Is it Emma’s imagination, or has Danner’s face changed a little now? She looks a lot more like Emma. A grown-up-girl version of Emma wearing a Sexton College sweatshirt. Emma closes her eyes tight. She doesn’t like it when Danner plays these games.


“But I didn’t.”

“Are you sure?” Danner asks.

“Yes,” Emma answers. “You’re real.” To prove her point she reaches out and touches the sleeve of the sweatshirt again.

“So you can’t invent something real, imagine it to life?” Danner pinches the thin skin on the top of Emma’s hand.

“Ow!” Emma cries, pulling her hand away. “Whose side are you on anyway?” Emma asks, annoyed.

Danner laughs. It’s that quiet, cat-sneeze-sounding laugh.

“Yours,” she says, smiling a sly smile. Her face is her own again. “I’m always on yours.”









Chapter 6



TESS HAS WORKED LATE into the night to finish the grotto. Coleman lanterns hiss around her. Her fingers have holes burned in them from the cement. At some point or other she always takes off the thick, clumsy rubber gloves, needing to feel the sculpture take shape against her skin, forgetting, in the moment, the acid-burn pain that contact will bring.

The grotto is the latest addition to her ferrocement sculpture garden. The Island of Doctor Moreau is Henry’s name for it—he jokes, but the truth is, great artwork or not, she knows he finds the whole thing unsettling.

Emma, on the other hand, has always loved the garden. She’s spent hours, whole summer days, playing out here, imagining it to be its own country, a land she’s named Freesia. She even made up a little song, a sort of national anthem:


Everyone’s free in Freesia

The lions, the dodos and me

We wear what we like, we go swimming at night

Everyone’s free in Freesia!



The garden began, eight years ago, with the sculpture of Henry and Tess themselves, stuck in the middle of a long-abandoned, overgrown flower garden just between the house and Tess’s painting studio. She created a form with rebar and chicken wire, then covered it with layers of carefully sculpted cement.

Tess named that first piece The Wedding Dance. It’s a life-size sculpture of the two of them dancing, his arm around her waist, her right hand clasped tightly in his left. From the waist down, they have the bodies of lions, tufted tails held gracefully. Their human faces seem frightened, a little horrified even, like they’ve just glanced down for this first time and discovered what’s happened to them. They understand there’s no going back. They’re stuck this way forever.

“Why lions?” Henry asked. “Lions are supposed to represent strength, right? Power? So why do we look so scared?”

“Lions are killers, Henry.”

His face went pale. He never asked about the sculpture again.

After The Wedding Dance came the dodos, a parade of them, each wearing a sign around its neck telling its name. There’s Faith, Hope, and Charity. Honor, Wisdom, and Obedience. Flightless birds, all long extinct. Some people don’t get the joke. Others, like Henry, call it too obvious, but Tess finds it amusing, which is good enough for her.

The next project was a cement-and-stone goldfish pond with a fountain in the center in the form of a spitting frog.

Met-a-morph-o-sis, babycakes.

Along the east and west side of the small pond, Tess built curved benches shaped like a mermaid and merman, the concrete rough and inlaid with stones and shells. Landlocked, they eye each other across the water with serious faces, cross eyebrows, as goldfish jump and the frog spits on and on.

Beyond the pond, a pair of five-foot-tall owls loom, facing each other in menacing poses: wings open, claws reaching as if a fight is about to begin. Who? they seem to ask out loud, the unanswered existential question that feathers will be torn over, beaks broken. Who? Who? Who?

Here and there, a scattering of flowers Henry’s mother planted years ago: foxglove, bee balm, jack-in-the-pulpit squatting in the shade of the owls, clematis clambering across the merman bench. Tess has been thinning, moving, nursing the garden to life. She brings home new perennials from the farmers’ market, planting them here and there; she has no plan.

Then, last week, at the north edge of the garden, which is bordered by trees leading into the woods, Tess dug up a patch of hostas and started the grotto. She constructed an arch made from stone and cement, embedded with a mosaic of broken glass, beer bottle caps, and assorted things from the junk drawer: springs, dials, washers, cog wheels from an old bicycle—a tribute to the broken and neglected, to things taken apart and never reassembled. And now, in the center of the grotto, in the niche, behind the row of votives in glass jars, sits a photo of Suz encased in a clear plastic box, protected from the elements. Our Lady of Compassionate Dismantling.

The picture was taken just weeks before she died. Suz sits on a chair outside the barn, whittling a piece of wood that would become part of an antler. Henry had caught her by surprise with his camera. In the picture, Suz is looking up, startled almost, raggedy blond hair falling into her eyes, which are amber flecked with gold. Her face is a question mark, a who goes there?

It is Tess’s favorite picture of Suz because the camera captured this sense of vulnerability. Of being both startled and startling. It is the one thing Tess saved from that summer.

Tess has been in a frenzy to get the grotto done—spending every free moment on it for a week now, mixing cement by flashlight in the dented wheelbarrow. Soaking her aching wrists in a mixing bowl full of ice water before bed so she won’t be too sore to work out with the heavy bag in the morning.


“What’s the hurry?” Henry has asked, but how can she explain the fierce necessity she feels? The burning need to work faster, to have it done. And today, now that she’s heard about Spencer’s death, the postcard he was found with, she’s more driven than ever.

Tess does not believe in signs. Or curses. Above all, she does not believe in ghosts.

But she has no explanation for the vermilion-paint incident that precipitated the building of the grotto.

Last Tuesday, Tess had been in her studio, a small barn that sits at the eastern edge of the sculpture garden, between it and the house. Behind the barn lay the quarter mile or so of thick woods that act as a barrier between their yard and the road. Tess had been working on a painting (one she doubts she’ll ever finish now) of a bunch of sweet peas in a rusted watering can. She was squeezing a dab of vermilion paint from the nearly new tube to the piece of thick glass she uses as a palette when she had the now familiar sensation of being watched. But it was stronger this time, and soon accompanied by a noise. A crashing in the bushes outside.

Tess dropped the tube of paint and hurried outside to investigate. She jogged a ways into the woods in the direction she’d thought the sound had come from.

“Hello?” she yelled. There was definitely someone out there, running through the woods.

“This is posted land!” she called out. “We prosecute trespassers!”

She continued zigzagging through the trees, unable to hear any footsteps but her own.

“I own a gun!” she threatened, though the only weapon in the house was Emma’s water pistol.

She stopped every few steps, held her breath, listened. She heard a car going by on the road. A hermit thrush. Her own heartbeat in her ears, loud as club music, a rhythmic throbbing she felt from her hair to her toenails, but nothing she would dance to. It was dusk. The shadows played tricks in the woods. She returned to the studio unnerved, and went back to her painting.

Only she couldn’t.

The tube of paint she’d been using, Winsor & Newton vermilion hue, was missing. When she’d heard the noise in the woods, she’d dropped the tube onto the top of the little rolling cart she stored her paints in. She’d left it right next to the thick glass palette.

Now, impossibly, it was gone. She pushed the cart away, got down on her hands and knees, searching the floor, but it wasn’t there.

All that afternoon and evening she told herself she must have had it in her hand when she ran into the woods, must have lost it there without somehow realizing. She even went back, trying to retrace her steps, searching the forest floor, but there was no tube of paint.

The next day, she returned to her studio after lunch to find the tube of vermilion paint set next to her easel, crumpled and almost empty.

“What the fuck?” she mumbled, reaching for the paint, her hand trembling a little.

Emma was outside, playing in the garden. Tess could hear her talking to someone—Danner? the cement owls?—and saying, “Ready the army! Freesia’s been invaded!”

So it had. Tess resisted the urge to open the door to her studio, scream for her daughter to come quickly, run inside, where it was safe.

But clearly the studio was not safe. Maybe there was nowhere to hide from whoever, whatever, was stalking them.

“It’s your imagination,” Tess tried to tell herself. Paranoia, the destroyer.

But what about the paint, Tess?


It was then, at that moment, as Tess held the nearly spent tube of vermilion hue in her hand while her daughter fought imagined enemies with a stick sword outside, the idea of the grotto came to her, a vision of perfect clarity, a solution.

And she thought…what? That maybe the feeling of being watched might go away? That no other tricks might be played on her—no noises in the woods, no missing tubes of paint? That by this one simple act, she could protect her daughter?

If she named the ghost, built an altar for her, faced her in this way that bordered on worship, then, maybe then, she’d be left alone?

It was crazy. Superstitious. Maybe even a little dangerous. Hadn’t they promised to never again speak of Suz or that summer? Made a pact that their very lives depended on them keeping? And yet here she was now, a week later, placing a photo of Suz front and center in the niche of the altar. Flaunting the one piece of evidence she’d kept.

How could she ever explain this to Henry? She was supposed to be the skeptical one, the levelheaded adult who always laughed at the idea of ghosts and curses and bogeymen.

“It’s just art,” she told him when he wandered over after getting back from the grocery store and let out an audible gasp at the sight of the photo of Suz. Surely, she thought, he’d remember what it was like, being guided by the muse, feeling like you had nothing much to do with it.

“The photo has to go,” he told her. “Evidence,” he said.

“It’s a snapshot, Henry. Putting up a photo doesn’t make me guilty of a damn thing but being sentimental.”

“So that’s what this is about?” Henry asked. “Being sentimental?”

Tess shook her head. “I shouldn’t have to explain my art. Not to you.”


She’d been furious. Furious with herself for not being able to explain the true reason for the grotto, furious with Henry for being such an asshole about it even though she knew he was just trying to protect her, to keep their family safe.

Ironic. That’s just what she’s trying to do too.









Chapter 7



LAST SPRING, JUST DAYS after Henry moved into the barn, the great white pine fell in a windstorm, missing the farmhouse by mere feet.

Henry himself, as a young boy, built a tree house between this pine and two other smaller trees. He pretended it was a pirate ship and spent hours sailing the seas, telescope pressed to his eye, yelling, Ahoy! and Thar she blows! Making countless invisible pirates, traitors one and all, walk the plank.

One hundred and twelve. Henry’s counted the rings. The white pine had lived through 112 winters and springs. It had seen drought, floods, terrible blizzards, and ice storms that must have sent its branches cracking, snapping off, unable to bear the weight. The farmhouse was built in 1906 and this tree was older than that. This tree had seen the house built; watched the passing lives move through it. Henry imagined relations of this tree who stood beside it, felled to clear the land. Lumber was milled for the house and barn. Beams were hewn by hand. And the little tree watched as people toiled in the soil. Crops were planted. Horses raised. Gardens grown. Though countless trees had died, this one survived, and thrived.


Tess, Henry, and Emma stood over the fallen tree once the storm passed.

“We could have been crushed alive,” Emma said, face twisted with worry as she glanced around the yard, eyes moving from tree to tree, wondering which was likely to come crashing down on them next.

Tess put her arm around Emma, kissed the top of her head, and said, “No, sweetie. We were safe.”

“That’s right,” Henry said. “This house is old, but sturdy. It’s built like a fortress.”

He eyed the distance from the tree to the house, the roof above Emma’s bedroom, and said a silent prayer.

“Maybe it’s a sign,” Emma said.

Henry gnawed the inside of his cheek.

Tess nodded, a smile forming. “I think so, Emma. I do. I think it means it’s time for your father to do some artwork again.”

“Artwork?” Henry asked, toeing the massive trunk with his work boot.

“A sculpture. Look at the size of this thing! Think what you could do!” She was almost giddy, and for the briefest instant, he let himself get caught up in it, imagining the possibilities. He leaned down to touch the surface of the trunk, thinking the tree might speak to him, as it had in the old days.

He hadn’t picked up his tools since college, the summer after college—the summer of the Compassionate Dismantlers, and Tess, he knew, was disappointed in him. She’d encouraged him over the years to carve something, anything. A few Christmases ago, she’d bought him a duck-decoy kit that included a block of wood, templates, basic carving tools, a set of paints, and an instruction booklet. It was a male mallard that Tess said would look perfect on the mantel.

The gift was condescending as hell—it was like giving Picasso a fucking paint-by-numbers kit from the hobby shop. Another example of how Tess didn’t understand him at all. If she was content to make tame paintings to sell to old people who came through Vermont on bus tours, wearing socks with sandals and carrying fanny packs—more power to her. But he wasn’t going to go that route.

The kit, never built, was put on a shelf in the workshop. A someday project that both of them knew would end up in one of Tess’s yearly yard sales with a tag that said Brand New! Never been opened!

In spite of their seemingly doomed marriage, her opinion of him stung. He was supposed to be a sculptor, an artist, not a house-painting contractor. He had this hope then, standing over the enormous downed tree that had miraculously missed the house by mere feet, that if he could somehow go back in some small way to the Henry he used to be, Tess might ask him to move back in. And maybe if he returned to the house, he could go back to his role as protector, and somehow his very presence would ward off falling trees and whatever other natural disasters were looming.

Daddy’s magic. He makes all the bad things go away.

Maybe, as Emma had suggested, it really was a sign.

So, grudgingly, he had some of the guys who worked for him at the painting company come and help him haul a fifteen-foot section of the thick trunk into the unfinished side of the barn he used as a workshop, where each night, the massive tree waited.

Henry began by debarking the tree. He tucked the blade of his ax under a free edge of bark and drew it toward himself—the bark came off in slick strips, satisfying as peeling the dead skin off a sunburn. Then he found his long abandoned woodworking tools and got started. Or at least tried to.

What he did, those first few days, was spend his evenings after dinner walking in circles around the great tree, hoping for inspiration. He tried looking at it from various angles. Considered how naked and pale it looked without its dark, rough bark. He lay down next to it, sat on top of it, ran his hands over its surface, once finding a deeply buried nail he himself had put into the tree decades earlier, when he’d built the tree house.

Emma came into the barn to see the great sculptor at work.

“It still looks like just a tree trunk, Dad,” she said, squinting at it, as if she was missing something.

“These things take time,” he told her. “You can’t rush into it. The wood guides the sculpture. The wood alone knows what it wants to become.”

“So, what—you’re waiting for the tree to start talking to you?” she asked.

He nodded. “Exactly.”

Emma shook her head. “Good luck with that,” she said, leaving the barn.

Henry would come stumbling out of his workshop at daybreak and make his way into the kitchen at the main house for coffee and breakfast with Tess and Emma; a semblance of normalcy that Henry clung to but at the same time found rather pathetic. He could pretend all he wanted, but in the end, he’d still have to go slinking off to the barn to shave, shower, and dress. And inevitably, each morning, Tess would gaze at him over her steaming mug of French roast and ask how the sculpture was going.

“Great,” he would tell her.

“So the tree started talking?” Emma asked one morning.

“Blabbing away,” he told her. “Can’t get a word in edgewise.”

“Can I come see?” she asked.

“Let’s wait awhile, huh? Until I get it roughed out. Then you and your mom can come take a look.”

“It must feel good to be working again,” Tess said, and he gave her a little mousy smile.

He was a fraud and he knew it. A poseur. He’d never been a real artist. Real artists didn’t quit.


He took to opening a bottle of wine each night in his barn. He’d tune the radio to a classic-rock station and drink merlot from a coffee mug while he pondered the tree. Great beached whale of a thing. He remembered the sculptures he’d done in college: rough forms carved from tree trunks—humans, wolves, bears, and fish—never finished enough so that you’d forget where they’d come from. He wanted the spirit of the tree to shine through.

The wood guides the sculpture.

The wood alone knows what it wants to become.

These were the things he believed in back in college, this naive notion of ethereal messages that it was up to him to pick up on, to spell out with his mallet and chisels.

“Sometimes I think we’re just conduits,” Tess told him once, years ago, when she sat in his studio space in the corner of the sculpture building at Sexton. “Like the art we make can’t possibly come from us. Do you know what I mean?”

She was sitting cross-legged on the floor, cradling a mug of coffee in both hands. A small-framed, compact girl who hardly took up any space at all, yet she’d say these things with such fierce intensity in her eyes that they came out like the words of a giant.

Henry nodded. Yes. He felt that way all the time. He was just a pair of hands—someone, something, else was doing the real work.

Tess wore denim overalls splattered with paint and a charcoal-colored chunky wool cardigan with heavy wooden buttons. Her brown hair was twisted back in an untidy bun, held in place with a pencil.

The painting building was next door to the sculpture building, connected by a tubelike suspended walkway. The Habitrail, they called it. Tess and Henry would often be the only two working there at night. The buildings were supposed to be locked and unoccupied after ten, but every now and then they’d share a joint or a beer with Duane, the security guard, and he’d let them stay as late as they wanted.


There was a kitchenette in the painting building, and Tess had a copper pot for making Turkish coffee. She’d fill a thermos with it, then carry the hot, thick, sweet coffee through the tube to the sculpture building, and call out, “Break time!” Sometimes, Henry was too caught up in what he was doing to stop, and Tess would sit, sipping her coffee, watching him work.

“When I watch you sculpt,” she told him, over a steaming cup, “I feel like there’s three of us in the room: you, me, and the piece. You make the wood come alive, Henry. That’s what I love about your art.”

Sometimes, she’d come right up and caress the wood, running her fingers over whatever sharply angled face he was carving: wolf, bear, old man. He had this strange sense, in those moments, that the sculpture was more real to her than he was.

TESS BEGAN REFERRING TO the north side of the barn as his studio. Going to your studio tonight, Henry? or How’s the light in your studio?

Even Emma started: “When can I come see you in your studio? I want to see if I can hear the tree.”

“Soon,” he promised. “Soon.”

Henry bought more bottles of wine. He sharpened his chisels, knives, and gouges. He walked around the tree. He waited for it to speak to him. On the radio, the Rolling Stones sang about getting no satisfaction, Aerosmith told him to dream on. He poured himself cup after cup of wine and prayed Tess and Emma wouldn’t show up at the door determined to see his progress.

And then, one night, it came to him. Not inspiration exactly, but more a moment of desperation. He had to do something. Anything. So he grabbed a small hatchet and began the long process of bringing one of the ends of the log to a point, like whittling the end of a giant pencil. He worked for four days at this and then he saw it. A canoe. He was going to carve a canoe! He smiled to think how pleased Tess and Emma would be to see him taking sculpture to this whole new, practical level. He was making something they could all climb inside and take out on the water. If the land ever flooded, they’d be safe. They’d have Henry’s canoe, their own private DeForge family ark, to save them.

He was so happy that he did a little canoe-building dance around the log, hatchet in one hand, mug in the other, sloshing wine onto the floor, staining the front of his old work khakis.

“A canoe?” Tess’s brow was furrowed, her lips pursed. The sigh that came out from between them was a low, disappointed whistle. She had, he imagined, expected a person or an animal. A face she could caress. But this was the postcollege Henry, the grownup, fatherly, business-owner Henry. The practical Henry with tiny wrinkles around his eyes.

“But what are you going to do with it?” she asked.

“See if it floats, I guess. Maybe teach Emma to row?”

Emma was dancing around the canoe. “I think it’s so cool, Dad!” she said. “Will you make paddles too?”

“Of course, sweetie.”

“But you’re afraid of the water, Henry,” Tess said.

She had him there. So much for Practical Henry.

But he continued to go through the door in his tiny kitchen and into the workshop each night, to turn on the radio, pour himself some wine, and hack away at the giant log. He used a chain saw to cut a crisscross pattern in the belly of the log, then used an ax, an adze, and chisels to chop out the little pieces, hollowing the canoe. He had been at this for over a year now, and it was finally close to being finished. The inside was hollowed, the ends and bottom shaped. He was just doing the final smoothing, taking away the rough edges.

It was a large canoe, big enough for three or four people. Some nights, when he was done working on it, he’d crawl inside and stretch out, his body perfectly cradled by the scooped sides. More than once, he fell asleep there, only to wake up hours later and make his way stiffly to the daybed on the other side of the barn.

He’s done this again tonight. He wakes and looks at his watch. It’s nearly 1 A.M. He goes to the window, sees Tess still working on the new grotto, a mere shadow in lantern light.

It’s unlike Tess to be this obsessed with a project, to work so many hours. But then again, there’s never been a project quite like this one, has there?

For ten years, she’s mentioned Suz maybe half a dozen times. Now, suddenly, Tess seems consumed.

Henry’s afraid that if anyone sees the grotto, like the private investigator Spencer’s father is sending, for instance, it could be viewed as evidence. People don’t build shrines for the living, do they? Surely Tess realizes this. He tried talking to her about it earlier this evening when he returned from the grocery store.

“Do you think it’s a good idea? The grotto? I mean, having the photo of Suz stuck in there like that. It’s kind of a red flag, don’t you think?”

“You don’t understand,” she told him.

“What, Tess? What is it I don’t get? Christ, it’s practically a signed confession! And what do you think Emma makes of it?”

“Emma thinks it’s a tribute to a friend. A friend who made the moose she loves so much.”

Henry shook his head. “The photo of Suz needs to go, Tess. The private investigator might show up any day now—”

“I don’t tell you how to carve your ridiculous canoe. And what do you think Emma thinks of that? What will she think when she learns the canoe is never actually going to go anywhere near the water, but just sit gathering dust in the barn?”

He turned and walked away.

Now, as he watches her out the window, he remembers her twenty-year-old self sitting cross-legged in a pile of wood chips on the sculpture-studio floor. The sweet, earthy scent of dark coffee and cardamom a swirling aura around her.

Sometimes I think we’re just conduits.

Shit.

If Tess doesn’t get rid of the photo, he’ll have to. He’s sure she’ll see it as an act of hostility rather than an attempt to protect their family. How is it that whenever Henry tries to do the right thing, he ends up as a villain?

Henry turns from watching Tess at the grotto, looks at his own senseless project, all lit up with halogen spotlights. He doesn’t let himself think about what he’ll do with it once it’s finished. He doesn’t admit to the probability that Tess is right: the landlocked canoe will stay in his workshop, there to forever remind him of his own futility, of how he failed his wife and daughter. The boat will taunt and tease, call out to him, whispering its deepest desire, which happens to be his greatest fear—Water, it will whisper in its low, woody voice; garbled, thick with pitch: Water.










[ PART TWO ]

WE OPPOSE TECHNOLOGY, HIERARCHY, RULES AND LAWS, AND ALL FORMS OF GOVERNMENT
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Chapter 8



IT’S A FORTY-MINUTE DRIVE from Henry’s office to Alden. Route 2 all the way, traveling east, toward Maine, following the twists and hairpin turns that take you past Sexton College and then to the turnoff onto Curtis Road ten miles beyond. The blacktop ends shortly, and the woods get thicker, and the houses get fewer, and then the road signs end too. If you know the way—if you can follow the maze of forks and four-corners that look increasingly the same—eventually between the red pines there’s a narrow dirt turnoff that leads up the hill to the cabin. He hasn’t made the trip since Emma was born, but the way feels familiar, as if he just drove it yesterday. He blinks. Looks around at the inside of his Blazer just to remind himself that it’s not the rattling old orange Dodge van he drove in college. The Love Machine, Suz called it.

Sometimes he thinks about how odd it is that the cabin has been so close—only an hour’s drive from their house—all these years. So close and yet universes away. They never come out this way. When Henry, Tess, and Emma used to go to Maine in the summer, they’d loop around, take the interstate, claiming it got them to the beaches and lobster pounds faster. Alden was a big, black hole in the map, a danger zone to be avoided at all costs.

“THINK OF WHAT WE could accomplish—no classes, no jobs, not even a fucking telephone,” Suz said, eyes wide as she surveyed the cabin. “We could devote ourselves to the cause full time. Eat, sleep, and breathe dismantlement.”

It was the week before graduation and Winnie was showing them the hunting camp her grandfather had built back in the late sixties. They’d parked Henry’s van at the foot of the driveway and hiked up the hill, arriving sweaty and winded but exhilarated.

“My grandfather owns it outright,” Winnie explained. “Forty acres. Hasn’t used it since his arthritis got bad. No one’s been here in years.”

The cabin was only a twenty-minute drive from Sexton and was in magnificent shape. Henry, who had worked for his father since his early teens, was used to assessing the condition of buildings—the level of rot, the structural integrity—and was pleased to see the old frame carrying the weight of the cabin perfectly. He got on his belly and slithered under the crawl space: the cement posts the building sat on were straight and true, despite years of frost heaves. Winnie’s grandfather had understood the importance of a good foundation and had dug deep.

“It’s in great shape!” he called to the others. He wiggled out from underneath the building, dusted cobwebs out of his hair, and walked around the outside. “The plywood’s a little buckled here and there, and it could use a new coat of paint, but overall it’s pretty excellent.”

Suz opened the front door and danced through the cabin.

“Right here, in front of this window, this will be our studio space! And Winnie and I can sleep down here, near the kitchen. We’ll hang up some tapestries or something for walls—do the hippie thing. Henry and Tess can have the loft.” Suz was talking a mile a minute, the sleeves of her tunic flapping like frantic wings. The dust in the cabin swirled around her, lit up by the light from the window, making it look as if she had her own excited force field. “We’ve gotta get a camp stove. One of those little propane things. We can bring sleeping bags, clothes, art supplies, a few flashlights and oil lamps. We don’t need much really.”

“We’ll have to haul water from town,” Henry said.

“It’s no biggie,” Suz said. “We can get a bunch of containers and make weekly runs to Sexton if we don’t find a closer source. Shit, we can just take it from people’s hoses at night! Water liberation!”

“What about a bathroom?” Tess asked.

“There’s a lovely outhouse in back,” Winnie said. “Just gotta watch out for the porcupines.”

“Ouch!” said Henry.

Tess gave a little shiver.

“And we can take baths in the lake!” Suz exclaimed. “Oh, Winnie, it’s perfect!” She threw her arms around Winnie and kissed her cheek.

“What do you think?” Henry asked Tess. She was the only one of them who’d applied to grad school, and had been accepted at the Rhode Island School of Design. She was planning to move to Providence after graduation. Tess bit her lip, looked around the cabin, then back at Henry. “Fuck grad school,” she said.

Suz cheered. “Dismantlement equals freedom!”

NOW, AS HENRY ROUNDS the last bend, passing the stand of red pine, straight and tall as telephone poles, he reaches the old logging road that leads a mile or so up the hill to the cabin. He slows, puts on his turn signal.

Does he really want to see it again?

The cabin, where, last time he visited, Tess’s water broke.

Where they found the frogs.


He chews his cheek harder. A dread as thick and green as the ooze from that tank of frogs seeps through him.

Henry thinks of the mayhem. The photos. The ransom note and chair looped with rope. Suz’s things. So many of her things lying around the cabin. Evidence. What if it’s still there? And what happens when that private investigator shows up, starts snooping around and finds the cabin?

Someone’s got to go check it out, clean it up. He promised Tess that someone would be him.

Henry the brave. Henry who makes the bad things go away.

“Tomorrow,” he mumbles, his hands shaking a little as he shuts off the turn signal, does a U-turn in the road because he can’t bring himself to even go take a look. “I’ll come back tomorrow,” he whispers, then he turns the radio up all the way so he won’t have to hear himself think.









Chapter 9



DON’T GO OUT OF sight. Stay where I can see you. See you. See you.

See who?

She has gone out of sight now but her ears are good as a rabbit’s—she listens carefully for the sound of her mother calling her name. Her mother in gardening gloves with purple flowers printed on them, tending bunches of plants that Emma can never remember the names of. She’ll run back when her mother calls her, her legs are fast, it won’t take long.

And it’s stupid, really. Emma is old enough to be on her own in the woods. Something’s gotten into both her parents these past few days. They’re jumpy. Overprotective.

Today, her mom said she couldn’t ride her bike to D.J.’s to meet Mel for a creemee.

“I’ll drive you,” she said.

“But I always ride my bike! It’s ten minutes away.”

“Not today,” her mom said, as if there was some escaped convict on the loose or something.

And her dad, who’s always been a little nutty about the pool, made up some story about how she couldn’t go in it because the chemicals were all out of balance.

“I have to shock it,” he told her.

“But I can go in tomorrow, right?”

He shook his head. “It might take a few days. We’ll see.”

And now she’s supposed to stay in the garden, not go out of her mother’s sight. But her mom is busy with a new flat of flowers she just picked up at Agway. She’s planting the area around the new grotto.

“Who’s that?” Emma asked when she saw the photo of the blond girl with the knife that her mom had put in a plastic frame on a little shelf in the grotto. It was the same girl who was giving the camera the finger in the photo she and Mel had found in her dad’s toolbox.

“Suz,” her mother told her. “The lady who painted Francis.”

“Where is she now?” Emma asked.

Her mother got that glassy, far-off look in her eyes. “Out west, I think. California, maybe. That’s where she was headed last I knew. But that was a long time ago.”

EMMA HEADS DEEPER INTO the woods, toward the road. The closer you get to Route 2, the thicker the woods become. The part along the side of the road, the very edge of the forest, is almost impenetrable in places. Prickly cucumber vines cover the trees in a thick blanket. Emma loves them and calls them porcupine eggs. They have spiny, oval, two-inch fruit that’s hollow inside, and kind of fibrous and webby looking, like a loofah. Emma’s mom says they’re members of the gourd family. Her dad calls them cactus balls. Mel calls them alien testicles, which Emma thinks is really gross. Whatever you call them, they’re bizarre and are most definitely Emma’s favorite plant, except for maybe the Venus flytrap.

Emma’s not near the road now, though she can hear the cars and trucks going by, tires bumping over potholes and frost heaves that the road crews haven’t gotten around to fixing yet.

In the leaf litter on the ground in front of her is a ring of toad-stools, which Mel says is a magic place where fairies gather. She says if you stand in the middle of one on Midsummer Eve, they’ll take you over into the fairy world. Emma doesn’t believe in stuff like fairies, but then again she probably wouldn’t believe in Danner if she couldn’t see her with her own eyes. If she could just see a fairy once, then it would be a different story.

Seeing is believing.

Emma counts the toadstools (seven, which uninformed people think is lucky, but really isn’t at all—in fact, it’s most decidedly unlucky) and pokes at the largest one with a thin stick. Poison black ink seeps from the gills underneath. Fish have gills and so do mushrooms. She thinks it’s nice that mushrooms have to breathe just like everybody else.

Just then, just as she’s wishing she had someone with her to tell this to, she hears her name called, but it’s not her mother calling. No, this is a voice from the other direction, from deeper in the woods.

Danner.

Danner’s magic too. Emma just has to think of her, and she’s there.

Emma runs toward the sound of Danner’s voice, into where the trees grow thick together, shading out all light.

“Where are you?” she whisper-yells, afraid her mother might hear.

Out on the road, a car blows its horn.

“This way,” Danner says. She’s close by. Hiding. Playing a game, maybe. Hide-and-seek. Sometimes Danner never shows herself at all—just keeps moving farther away, calling Emma from what sounds like every direction at once.


Emma tiptoes around the trees, trying not to make too much noise. She wants to catch Danner by surprise. Emma holds still and listens. She hears only the cars going by on the road beyond the trees. Faraway crickets. Birds. She steps forward, slowly, carefully, then turns around.

There they are: the words she and Mel painted on the tree trunks last week. Words in red letters on the smooth gray bark of the beech trees.

The words are painted one per trunk, lengthwise down the trees in blocky capital letters, spelling out a message that was supposed to be the next step in reuniting her parents.

It had been Mel’s idea, naturally. The day after she and Emma sent the postcards, they’d been sneaking around in the woods beside Emma’s mother’s studio, spying in windows, trying to catch her doing something interesting. But all she did was paint flowers, which was, in Mel’s words, B-O-R-I-N-G and L-A-M-E. This was not the outlaw artist they’d read about in Suz’s notebook.

“No wonder your dad moved out,” Mel whispered as they crept away from the studio. Emma gave Mel a pissed-off shove and Mel tripped on a root and went noisily crashing into a small stand of striped maples.

“Who’s there?” Emma’s mother called from the studio.

Mel got back on her feet and hissed, “Run!”

Emma raced all the way through the woods to the road, her mother shouting threats about guns and prosecuting trespassers behind her. What Emma didn’t know was that Mel had doubled back and gone into the studio. When they met up later, back by the pool, Mel took a tube of paint from her pocket and said, “I have a plan. We’ll use the paint to—”

“He didn’t move out on his own,” Emma said.

“What?” Mel hated to be interrupted.

“My dad. My mom asked him to leave.”


Mel tucked the tube of paint back in her pocket and shrugged. “Whatever. Do you want to hear about phase two of Operation Reunite, or what?”

“I’VE GOT A RIDDLE for you,” Danner says. She’s leaning against the tree with the last word painted down it in big, bold letters. She’s wearing jeans and a T-shirt, but over it is the red robe Emma got at Christmas.

“Okay,” Emma says.

“What is dark but made out of light?”

Emma thinks. Danner drums her fingers on the trunk of the tree, going faster and faster, showing time is running out. She never gives Emma long to answer.

“A shadow,” Danner says, grinning. Danner loves riddles.

“I should go back,” Emma says. “Closer to the house. So I can hear my mom if she calls.”

Danner makes a little tsk-tsk sound. “This was a complete waste of time,” Danner says, stepping forward so she can look at the tree she was leaning against.

“But I liked the riddle,” Emma asks.

“Not the riddle. I’m talking about painting the trees. Do you think your parents are ever going to come out here? Have they yet?”

“No,” Emma admits.

“And even if they do, a few words in the trees aren’t going to change anything. You think that just because you found them in that journal, they mean something, but you don’t even get what they really mean.” Danner spreads her arms and the robe looks like wings. Emma half-expects to see her take off flying.

“My parents will tell me. I’ll figure out a way to get them out here and they’ll explain it.”

Danner snorts. “When are you going to get it, Emma? Henry and Tess don’t tell you anything. If there’s something you want to know, you’ve got to figure it out yourself.”

“But how am I supposed to do that?” Emma asks.

“Relax,” Danner tells her with a smile. “That’s what you’ve got me for.”









Chapter 10



“YOU’RE LATE,” TESS ANNOUNCES when he walks in the door.

Fuck. He forgot all about her appointment at the gallery and that he’d promised to be back early to watch Em.

Henry has spent a lot of time standing around in galleries with Tess over the years, drinking shitty boxed wine, smiling like a good husband during openings and parties. He always nodded patiently as some earth-mother type said, “You used to do some sculpture, didn’t you? Tess tells me your work was ah-mazing!”

Henry could never stand all those pseudo-artsy women with their flowing clothing made from organic cotton and hemp, their necklaces and bracelets with clunky beads and words in Sanskrit. The art they make and sell sucks. It’s all the same. Wishy-washy watercolors. Tired nature photographs. Simple little vessels made from clay that are supposed to represent the birth of the goddess within. If you’re going to make crap, why bother?

“Got caught up at the office,” Henry says, biting the inside of his cheek.

In his pocket, he carries an unopened pack of cigarettes he picked up at D.J.’s (he hasn’t smoked since college) and the mysterious paper he just found when he stopped at the mailbox at the end of the driveway. It was there, on top of the bills and junk mail, sealed in a plain white envelope with only his first name written on the outside. Once he opened it, he found a carefully folded sheet of matching notepaper with a phone number written out neatly. It looks like a cell number, but one he doesn’t recognize. There was nothing else in the envelope.

“I called the office and they told me you left two hours ago. I tried to get you on your cell, but you didn’t answer.” She stares, waiting for further explanation, but he just stands in silence, takes the bottle of aspirin from his pocket and pops three into his mouth. “Sorry,” he says, chomping down on the bitter tablets.

He can’t tell her where he’s been, how he couldn’t even bring himself to go up the damn driveway and take a look at the old cabin.

“I’ve got to go,” Tess says, shouldering her big leather purse. “Emma’s in the pool.”

In. The. Pool.

The words are bubbles of sound reaching him.

“She shouldn’t be swimming without anyone watching her,” Henry says, already crossing the kitchen to check on Emma. How could Tess be so careless?

Henry races out the sliding glass doors, across the patio to the pool, where he sees Emma practicing her butterfly. Her arms move in perfect circles, her face bobs in and out of the water.

Fine. She’s fine. This time.

Her swimsuit has one of those backs that go between the shoulder blades—Tess would know what they’re called. The muscles of her upper back and arms ripple as she slices through the water. Strong already, like her mother. Emma gets to the deep end and stops, smiling broadly at him as she catches her breath.

He hears the Volvo start in the driveway.


“Mom said it was okay,” Emma tells him as she treads water. “The chemicals, I mean. She said when you shock it, it just has to sit overnight.”

Henry nods. Lets himself breathe. “Nice butterfly,” he tells her.

“I’m not sure I’ve got the leg part right,” she says, then pushes off for another lap.

He watches Emma swim, and when he’s sure he can’t take any more, he hurries her out of the pool by saying the clouds are threatening.

“Thunder,” he tells her. “Lightning.”

“The sky is blue!” Emma whines. Henry points to the small, but dark, clouds in the western sky.

“They’re coming this way,” he lies. The lie feels thick in his throat, and once again, he imagines his lungs full of water, imagines himself sinking to the bottom of the pool trying to save her. What having no air might feel like. He imagines what he’d see if he looked up, through the water at the sky—if the blue in the sky would make it seem like the pool went on forever, impossibly deep.

Emma gets out, complaining. She towels off then goes to her room to change.

Henry makes shish kebabs on the grill: chicken, red peppers, and pineapple covered in a gooey sweet-and-sour sauce. He serves them with Minute rice and the world is good.

He touches the folded paper in the pocket of his pants, puzzling over it before sitting down to eat, decides to call after dinner. He gives the bottle of aspirin next to it a shake.

Emma’s sitting at the table in a T-shirt that has a seahorse adorned with sparkling sequins. Her towel-dried hair is pulled back in a loose ponytail.

“Daddy!” she shrieks, already bordering on hysteria. “You forgot to set a place for Danner!”


Henry bites his cheek, takes a long sip of wine. “I didn’t know she was coming.”

Emma stamps her foot. “I told you! I told you! You never listen!”

“I thought maybe you and I could have dinner alone. Maybe Danner can come for dessert.”

Emma pushes her plate away without touching a bite, folds her arms tight across her chest and gives him the silent treatment. The if-you-can’t-acknowledge-Danner-then-I-won’t-acknowledge-you treatment.

Knowing he’s as good as beat, not wanting to ruin the evening, Henry stands up, gets out the extra plate and silverware, and sets a place beside his daughter, across from him, for their guest of honor.

“Wine, Daddy. Danner needs wine.”

“Of course. Of course she does. I imagine Danner is quite the connoisseur.” Henry opens the cabinet, gets a glass and sets it down on the table, grateful that at least he doesn’t need to fill it. In the beginning, he did. Platefuls of untouched food had been wasted by Danner. Finally, Tess managed to convince Emma that an invisible girl must need to eat invisible food.

“If she ate our food,” Tess explained, “it would show through and wouldn’t it be embarrassing for her to be walking around fully invisible but for a stomach full of chewed peas and baked chicken?”

Emma fell for it. Henry kissed Tess on the nose, leaned in and whispered, “Brilliant,” in her ear.

“DANNER SAYS SHE DOESN’T like that word.”

“What word is that, sweetie?”

“Connoisseur. She says it’s pretentious.” She pulls her plate back in front of her and uses a fork to carefully take the chicken, peppers, and pineapple off the skewer, arranging them in neat, segregated piles.


“Sorry to have offended.” The words are stiff. He’s trying to be patient, to not snap at his little girl, give her a good shake, and tell her he’s had it up to here with all this Danner bullshit.

When, he asks himself, did I turn into such a prick? He remembers how he passed the turnoff for the cabin only hours ago, tossing away any chance at destroying whatever evidence might be left in spite of his promise to Tess. A prick and a coward.

“That’s all right.” Emma stabs a chunk of pineapple, pops it into her mouth and begins chewing, stopping from time to time to turn to her left and laugh at whatever terribly witty thing Danner happens to be saying.

Whenever Henry asks his daughter about where Danner came from, she’s vague.

“She must have a home,” Henry says.

“She lives here, with us.”

“What about when she’s not with you, where does she go?”

Emma smiles. “She’s never far. She always sees me. Danner sees everything.”

After the how did you die conversation in the car, Henry has resolved to redouble his efforts. He hears himself sounding like a grim late-night cop-drama detective.

“What does Danner look like?”

Emma pushes rice around on her plate. “Like me, only different.”

“Is she your age?”

“Almost exactly. Her birthday is just before mine. But she doesn’t get red velvet cake.”

“Do you think she was once a real girl?”

Emma makes a frustrated growling sound. “She is a real girl, Daddy.”

“I mean, do you think other people could see her?”

“Everyone could see her if she wanted them to.”

“So she doesn’t want us to see her? Your mother and me?”


“Not yet.”

When Henry had gone to Tess with his concerns this morning, she told him he was overreacting. Emma was still in bed and Tess was busy in the kitchen.

“She’s an imaginative girl, Henry. An only child who’s invented the perfect playmate.” She turned her back to him to start grinding the coffee. Henry waited for the noise to stop before continuing.

“But what about the whole death thing? Don’t you find that the slightest bit disturbing?”

Tess dumped the ground coffee into the basket and flipped on the pot.

“She’s a young girl trying to make sense of the world. That’s it. Her hamster died last fall. Her grandfather before that. She’s just working it all out in her own way. Stop being so freaked out. And for God’s sake, stop asking her all those questions. You’re going to ruin the game for her.”

Some fucking game.

Tess turned away again, started getting cups and bowls down from the cabinets.

“So what am I supposed to do when she’s talking away to Danner about being dead?”

Tess turned back to face him, cradling the three bowls and two coffee cups.

“Play along. Believe it or not, you were once creative and whimsical too, Henry. See if you can call on that part of yourself, hmm? For Emma?”

So that’s what Henry tries to do now. He takes his well-adjusted, child-psychology-reading wife’s advice and plays along.

“Shish kebabs are Danner’s favorite,” Emma tells him, her mouth full of red pepper.

“I’m glad. I aim to please.”

Maybe Tess is right. Maybe Danner is just an extension of Emma, a creative way of testing out one’s place in the world, of always having someone to talk to, someone to reaffirm her thoughts and feelings.

Emma sets down her fork. “Danner has a secret.”

“Oh yeah?” Danner and her secrets. She’s always telling Emma things she isn’t supposed to reveal. Henry takes another gulp of wine, glances over at the clock, wonders how late Tess will be. He imagines her walking in now, breezing into the kitchen. He prays for it. His eye ticks. An involuntary contraction that begins with a feeling like a tickle in the outside corner of his right eye. It usually means another headache’s coming on.

“She says I can tell.” Emma wipes her mouth with a napkin, dabbing at the corners daintily, like a lady at a tea party worried about ruining her lipstick.

“Well then, what’s the big secret?” Another tick. He rubs at the eye, keeps his fingers there, trying to soothe it.

“She knows your friend.”

“What friend is that, honey?”

Play along, he thinks to himself. Play along.

“The lady who made Francis.” Emma looks so casual as she says this, like a little girl who’s just asked if you could please pass the rice.

Henry sets his fork down with a noticeable tremor in his hand, opens his mouth to say something, but only a hollow gasp escapes, an empty bubble of sound, and there he is again, at the bottom of the pool, unable to save anyone, especially not himself.









Chapter 11



DRIVING HOME FROM HER appointment with Julia, owner of the Golden Apple gallery, Tess is elated. Julia sold three of her new paintings this week, all to one woman—a summer person, Julia explained.

“She wants to know if you’d be interested in doing some commissioned work,” Julia said and handed over a folded piece of paper. Tess opened it up and in neat script was the name Claire Novak and a cell phone number.

“She asked all about you,” Julia continued. “Where you studied. Who your influences are.”

They’d left Julia’s office and were standing in the bright white gallery, where another painting of Tess’s hung—daisies in a cobalt vase—along with an eclectic selection of other artists’ work: collages; still lifes; photos of insects; landscapes painted on old pressed-tin ceiling squares; and a few pieces by Georgia Steiger, who did tapestrylike portraits using felt and yarn. Georgia was eighty and had been using a walker since her hip operation last fall. Her work was the best thing in the gallery and she was the most successful of all the local artists, her pieces hanging in a couple of folk-art museums. A local filmmaker had even done a documentary about her—Woven Lives: The Art of Georgia Steiger.

“What’s she like? This Claire Novak?” Tess asked, studying a new piece of Georgia’s: an old man in a wheelchair, yarn face twisted into a toothy grin. Whenever she looks at Georgia’s art, Tess can’t help but wonder what she herself might be producing at eighty. Will she still be painting? Or will she have given it up, realizing, at last, that she’ll never come to greatness?

Julia hesitated, then, smiling, answered, “Intriguing.”

Tess couldn’t remember the last time she had caught the interest of someone intriguing. Well, she could remember, but it was a long time ago. Back in college. She wasn’t supposed to think about that, let alone talk about it. And this, this was real life. The present. Here and now. She turned away from Georgia’s portrait of the old man in the wheelchair, and tucked Claire Novak’s number into the breast pocket of her linen shirt, where it seemed to flutter a little, like a butterfly against her heart.

TESS FEELS FOR CLAIRE Novak’s phone number in her pocket, steps on the gas, speeding a little now. The pink-and-purple chicken in front of the Seven Bridges Egg Farm glows in the final rays of sunset, seems to move as the light changes, inching toward the road in some barely discernible way.

She’ll call Claire when she gets home. Or maybe tomorrow. She doesn’t want to seem too eager. As she drives, she goes over what she’ll say to Claire when asked about her education, her influences. More important, she thinks about all she’ll leave out.

Tess spent four years studying art at Sexton, a small liberal arts school in the center of Vermont that had, at full capacity, no more than two hundred campus students. The dorms were cottages, complete with kitchen, lounge, and fireplace. There was the clothing-optional dorm, the vegan dorm, the women’s dorm, the substance-free dorm, and of course the substance-friendly dorm.

Junior year, Suz appeared. Tess had seen her standing in line in the cafeteria at breakfast the first day—she got only coffee and dumped about eight sugar packets into it. She was a tall girl with straight, pale blond hair and amber eyes and was wearing combat boots, black leggings, and a flowing earth-tone silk tunic.

“She transferred from Bennington,” one of the girls sitting at Tess’s table said.

“Why the fuck would anyone leave Bennington to come to Sexton?” another asked.

“She got kicked out,” the first girl said. “She set a fire in the dorm. Claimed it was an accident.”

“No, that’s not why,” said yet a third girl, Dee, who had a face full of piercings. Her boyfriend Lucas was on the admissions committee, so Tess figured she should know. “She got kicked out for a prank. She painted the dean’s house black, windows and all. Did it one night while everyone was sleeping.”

“Impressive,” said the first girl.

“Yeah,” said the second. “If she did that here, she’d probably get independent-study credit for it!”

They all laughed, watched Suz take her coffee outside where she sat on the grass, took out a plastic pouch of Drum, and rolled a cigarette.

Suz took a sculpture-studio class with Tess and spent the first two months outside, constructing a fifteen-foot-tall man out of scraps of wood and tree limbs. She used a chain saw to cut pieces and worked from a stepladder. As a finishing touch, she gave him a gigantic, out-of-scale erection that nearly pulled him off balance, making him tilt slightly forward. Jon Berussi, their sculpture professor, clearly loved it.

“This,” he said, shaking his arms at the sculpture, “is what you should all aspire to. Look at the lines! The symmetry. Look at the flow she’s got going on here, people.”

“Would you consider it modern primitive?” Spencer Styles asked. He had a pointed ferret face and wore black clothing that was a little too big on him. His family had tons of money, and here was Spencer rebelling with his Salvation Army wardrobe, the pockets of his trench coat full of books of poetry and existential philosophy. He was always trying to impress Berussi; to talk to him artist to artist.

Suz shook her head. “I’m not into categories. No artist should be put in a box.”

Spencer’s girlfriend, Val (who would one day become Winnie), smiled. She was a skinny girl who dressed in hippie clothes and had long, unkempt dark hair covering half her face. Val never spoke in class, but she would visibly cringe whenever Spencer opened his mouth, as if she just knew he was about to embarrass himself.

Berussi, a fifty-something bear of a man with wild gray hair and beard (both of which he kept confined in ponytails), said, “I’d consider it great art. That’s what matters, people. Suz is right, in the end, all the categories, movements, and schools are bullshit.” He put his hand on Suz’s shoulder and Tess heard Spencer whisper to Val, “He’s totally boning her.” Val shivered.

Berussi took a photo of Suz’s sculpture and brought it to admissions, suggesting it be put in the new catalog. The admissions director agreed only after cropping the photo off at the waist. So in the spring Sexton catalog, there was a photo of the giant wooden man with Suz next to him on her ladder, banging on his shoulder with a hammer.

When the sculpture was finished, she sent invitations to the whole school to view what she called an “Art Happening.” Everyone gathered around the giant man after dinner, bundled up in the early November cold. Snow started to fall as they waited for Suz.


Tess zipped up her parka and shoved her bare hands, raw and red from the cold, deep into her pockets. All around her was the buzz of anticipation: What, people asked in hushed whispers, is the kooky new girl up to?

Spencer stood in his long black coat, doing his best to look bored, as if he was above all of this. Val was half a step behind him, head upturned, watching the snow fall through her chin-length shaggy bangs.

Suz came out of the sculpture building wearing a hooded cloak, carrying a lit torch.

“Maybe she’s a witch or something,” said Dee with the piercings. Dee took a swig of the bottle of schnapps she was holding and passed it to Tess, who had a tentative sip, her teeth aching from the sweetness; it was like a liquid candy cane.

The crowd parted to make way for Suz and she strode silently through the students and faculty, right up to her sculpture, where she paused, closing her eyes.

Tess held her breath.

In the silence, they could all hear Suz making a low buzzing sound. The noise got louder, turning into more of a groan, then she opened her eyes and touched the lit torch to the tip of his penis.

“No!” Berussi wailed, but it was too late. The flames spread down the penis, and onto the body. Within minutes, he was engulfed, the scraps of lumber and tree limbs cracking and popping—Tess had had no idea a fire could be so loud. The group moved back, away from the heat. The penis fell off, followed by the arms. Then the rest of his body collapsed in, leaving only a pile of burning wood that no one would guess had once been a sculpture.

“Okay, it’s official—she’s fuckin’ crazy,” Dee said, her teeth chattering as she moved closer to the heat of the fire and took another gulp of schnapps.


“Totally pagan,” a hippie girl in a peasant skirt and poncho said.

“Brilliant,” mumbled Henry, the brooding sculpture student Tess had had a serious crush on since freshman year.

Spencer shook his head disdainfully, pulled his coat around him tighter, grunted, “Come on,” to Val, and started to walk away. But Val stayed, eyes fixed on the fire. “Suit yourself,” he told her, heading off on his own.

Suz tossed the torch onto the flaming remains and pulled down the hood of her cloak.

Someone made a coyote howling noise.

A joint was passed around.

A guy in a floppy leather hat said, “Where’re the marshmallows? There should totally be marshmallows.”

Jon Berussi was near tears. “Why?” he whimpered, reaching out to clutch Suz’s cloak. “All that effort…it’s such a waste.”

Suz smiled. “Don’t you get it?” she asked. “It’s the ultimate act of creativity. Destruction is transformation. In order to be reborn, you have to die.”

“But your sculpture,” Berussi said. “That will never be reborn. It’s gone. Ruined.”

“The energy behind it is stronger than ever,” Suz said. “Can’t you feel it, Jon? Can’t you feel how this makes anything seem possible?”

He shook his head mournfully.

The smiled disappeared from Suz’s face. “Then you have nothing to teach me anymore,” she said, turning her back to him.

TESS TOSSES HER KEYS into the red ceramic bowl by the front door, on top of Henry’s. His keys are on a ring with a silver horseshoe that Emma had picked out for him last Christmas. “For luck,” Emma said.

“Home!” Tess calls. She hears the TV but no other signs of life. The kitchen is tidy, the dishwasher running. The air smells tangy, acrid. Henry has barbecued. An empty bottle of merlot is in the recycling bin.

“Shit,” Tess mumbles. It’s not even seven o’clock.

She finds Emma on the couch, engrossed in a movie in which a group of very attractive people are shooting at each other and shouting obscenities. Emma’s sitting with her legs tucked under her, a package of Oreos open on her lap.

“Where’s your dad?” Tess asks, reaching for the remote and flipping until she finds a cartoon.

“On the phone,” Emma answers, not taking her eyes off the TV, which now shows a cartoon octopus washing a leaning pile of dishes, pulling them from the bottom until the tower finally crashes down on him.

Tess finds Henry in her bedroom, the bedroom that used to be theirs, lying down with his eyes closed.

“Hey,” she says. “Another headache?” She takes off her earrings, sets them on the dresser.

Henry sits up, his eyes red and glassy, and nods.

“Who were you talking to?” she asks.

“Was I talking?” Henry looks alarmed.

“I don’t mean just now. Em said you were on the phone. Who was it?”

“The phone? No, I wasn’t on the phone.”

He’s clearly lying. He has this way of looking just to the side of her face, somewhere over her shoulder, when he isn’t telling the truth.

Was there even a time when they’d told each other everything? Isn’t that what young lovers are supposed to do—stay up all night confessing each sordid detail of their lives? Not Henry and Tess. They had secrets from the start. Henry never talked about his feelings for Suz, which were obvious. And Tess never did tell Henry that she’d had a crush on him for three years before Suz finally pushed them together. Tess thinks that those first secrets were like seeds, and now a wild garden grew, the lies all tangled, untended. It’s a dangerous place.

“So how was your evening with Em?” She leans down to un-buckle her shoe.

He looks pale but seems surprisingly sober.

“She told me Danner knows the lady who painted Francis.”

Tess feels herself shiver involuntarily. The hairs all over her body rise, as if lightning has struck nearby.

“Emma loves that damn painting,” is all she can manage to say.

“I think it’s pretty fucking spooky. Yesterday, she’s asking Danner how she died. Now today, Danner claims to know Suz.” Henry tries to keep his voice calm, rational. He’s just stating the facts. But Tess sees the panic in his red eyes. Hears the tremor in his voice.

“I think maybe you’re overreacting,” she tells him, sticking to her role as the rational skeptic. It’s far safer that way.

That does it. Tess sees his face go from practiced calm to angry panic.

“Overreacting? You don’t know how fucked up it was to hear her say that.”

“Keep your voice down,” she warns. “I think it’s just a coincidence. Emma loves the painting. She doesn’t know a thing about Suz, just that she’s an old friend.”

“A dead friend.”

“We’ve never told her Suz was dead.”

“No,” Henry agrees. “No, we haven’t. And that’s my point. It’s as if she knows.”

Tess takes a deep breath, lets it out.

“Christ, Henry, I really wish you wouldn’t drink so much. You’re not thinking clearly. And it’s no wonder you get so goddamn many migraines. Sometimes I think if you didn’t drink so much, then maybe…”


“Maybe what?” Henry asks. His brown eyes are soft, expectant as a dog’s.

“Nothing,” Tess says. She turns her back to him, begins undressing, which she should probably be doing in the bathroom, but screw it, this is her bedroom. She unbuttons her shirt slowly, feeling his eyes on her.

Does some part of him still want her? If she turned now, would he come to her? She unzips her trousers and lets them fall to her ankles, then steps out of them and moves to the dresser in only panties and a bra. She’s pulling out an old pair of paint-stained jeans when she feels Henry’s hand on her lower back. Tess freezes, waits for the hand to move, for his other hand to join it.

Please, she thinks. She lets herself imagine how easy it would be to turn around; how that one small gesture could lead to an end to their separation. And things wouldn’t be resolved—she would still feel second best, resentful that she wasn’t with someone who would love her with his whole self—but at least it would put an end to the incessant loneliness.

And just when she’s convinced herself that this is what she truly wants; just when she’s sure she can’t stand the heat of his hand on her skin any longer; just when she’s about to turn and wrap him in her arms, she feels his fingers slip away. Listens to his footsteps cross the room, in full retreat.

Keeping her back to him, she slips on the jeans she’s been holding in a tight knot in her hands. Finds a T-shirt.

“I’m going out to my studio,” she announces, turning to face him. He’s sitting on the edge of the bed, not meeting her eyes with his own. Ashamed.

“Don’t you want dinner? I made shish kebabs.”

“Not hungry,” Tess says, walking past him, out into the safety of the hall. She pokes her head in on Emma, still glued to the TV, which has somehow ended up back on the shoot-em-up movie where every other word is fuck.


“Change the channel,” she orders. Emma gives a dramatic moan, reaches for the remote, and flips back to the octopus cartoon.

“Bed in an hour, Em,” Tess says. “I’ll be back to tuck you in.”

“Mo-om!” Emma says, rolling her eyes. “I can tuck myself in.”

“But if I do it, then I know you’re actually in bed and not watching some grisly movie where they seem to use every possible expletive for fornication.”

“Forni-what?” Her brow is crinkled, her pale eyebrows raised.

“Never mind. Bed in an hour. And cartoons until then. Sitcoms. The Home Shopping Network.”

Emma sinks down into the couch with a groan.

Tess stands, studies her for a few seconds. Nine years old and already so much her own person.

“Hey,” Tess says, “I love you.”

“Mmm-hmm,” Emma says, not taking her eyes off the TV.

Out in the front hall, Tess stops at the painting of Francis, looks straight into his eye, which, tonight, looks troubled and stormy. It looks, she thinks, like Suz’s eye.

“Coincidence,” she mumbles, turning her back on the moose and feeling that electric buzz again, all of her tiny hairs raised.









Chapter 12



“DID YOU GIVE THIS to her?”

Tess is holding a box of frogs. Rotten, bloated frogs.

“Henry?”

He tries to speak, but can only manage a soft, disgusted moan.

His eyes flutter open. He’s fallen asleep in her bed. The bed that was once theirs and now feels as strange to him as waking up in a hotel. The digital clock on the bedside table says it’s a little after nine.

He’d stayed in her room, trying to call the mysterious number left in his mailbox, but there’d been no answer. Somehow, he’d drifted off.

Tess is standing over him and he moves to sit up, but is halted by the stabbing ice-pick pain in his left eye. She’s waving a photo around. A Polaroid. He squints up at it. It’s one Spencer took of all four Compassionate Dismantlers.

“Give it to who?” he asks.

“Emma, Henry. Did you give the photo to Emma?”

“No,” he tells his wife. “Of course not.”


“It was under her pillow. I was turning back the covers and I found it hidden there.”

Henry shakes his head, mystified. “Under her pillow?”

“Do you know where it came from? Is it yours?”

“The barn,” he explains, his voice sounding small. “I grabbed some photos that day we went back to the cabin, the day Emma was born. They’re in the barn.”

He rises, shuffles down the carpeted hallway, and looks in on his daughter, who is in her bed with the covers pulled over her head.

“Have you been out to the barn, Emma?” he asks. She doesn’t answer. She’s playing possum.

Henry turns, jogs down the stairs, out the front door, and across the yard, Tess following. He pulls open the sliding door of the barn, steps inside, and throws on the lights. They point at the canoe, light it up, make it glow, all holy, a tiny ark. The pain in his eye is pulsing like a living, breathing thing. He covers it with his palm, and steps forward.

Henry goes to the old metal toolbox, jerks open the lid. He pulls out the top tray full of screwdrivers and wrenches. The stack of photos is there, but they’ve been moved. And the photo of the four of them is missing.

“They’ve been moved. Someone’s been through them,” he calls to Tess.

Suz’s journal is still there. The journal he hasn’t been able to bring himself to ever open. Not once. Under it, he feels the small Magic 8 Ball key chain with a single key, wondering if Tess would even recognize it now, or understand its significance. It was the one thing he took with him the night Suz died, and it had been hidden in the toolbox ever since. Without thinking about what he’s doing, he palms the key chain, balls it up tight in his fist, then slips his hand into the pocket of his pants.

“I don’t get it. Emma doesn’t play in here. She would never come in without me.”


“Well, she found the photos somehow.” Tess is suddenly behind him. He snaps the lid of the toolbox closed. Is he too late? Has she seen the journal that she has no idea he took? Did she notice what he just put in his pocket? He turns to face her, but she’s already headed out of the barn, which surely means she didn’t notice either.

Now it’s Henry who follows Tess back out of the barn, across the wide expanse of lawn, motion-detecting floodlights picking up their movement and clicking on. Tess sometimes complains it’s like living in a prison yard. Henry says he’s just keeping them safe. That’s his job, right?

“Safe from what?” Tess sometimes asks him and he never knows just how to answer.

They head back upstairs to Emma’s bedroom, flip on the light.

“Emma, honey, have you been playing in your father’s studio?”

“No.” She doesn’t look up. She pulls the covers up over her head and lays back down as if she’s going to sleep.

Henry glances around the room. It’s always so damn clean. Not a sock on the floor, or book out of order on the carefully alphabetized shelves. It smells of lemon furniture polish and fresh-off-the-line bedding.

“Okay,” Tess says. “Can you tell me where you got this?” Tess pulls back the covers, shows Emma the photo.

Emma looks at it, then starts picking at a loose thread on her comforter. “The woods.”

“Where?” Tess asks.

Henry digs his palm into his eye again, trying to press the pain away.

“The woods behind the garden,” Emma says, looking up from the loose thread to Tess’s face. “There are words on the trees.”

“Can you show me?” asks Tess, reaching out for Emma’s hand. Emma nods, wraps her own small fingers tightly around her mother’s.

It’s dark out now, and they grab a flashlight from the hall closet. Henry is following them out the door when the phone starts to ring.

“Shit,” he mumbles, and he doubles back, picks it up thinking it could be one of his crews working late on a beast of a job that they were way over budget on already—he’d told them they needed to stay until it was done and asked them to call if they ran into trouble.

“Hello?” There is no response at first from the other end.

“Anyone there?” Henry asks.

Great. He’s about to hang up when he hears a man cough.

“Is this Henry? Henry DeForge?”

“Yes.”

“This is Bill Lunde. I’ve been hired by the family of Spencer Styles to look into his death.”

A lump forms in Henry’s throat.

“Are you still there, Henry?”

“Of course. How can I help you, Mr. Lunde?”

“I’ve actually just arrived in Vermont. I was hoping to set up a meeting with you. I’ve got a couple of appointments at Sexton tomorrow afternoon, so how about getting together in the morning? Around ten? I can come to your house or your office, whichever is more convenient.”

Henry swallows, trying to make the hard knob in his throat disappear. “That would be fine. The house is fine. I’ll be here. We’re out on Route 2 in Langley, about a mile past the center of town, on the right. Look for a white mailbox with pansies painted on it. It’s number 313.”

“Great, Henry. I look forward to it. If you have a moment, I wanted to ask you a couple of quick questions now?”

“Uh, sure. Of course.”


“Spencer’s sister told you about the postcard—do you have any idea who might have sent it?”

“Not a clue,” Henry says, pleased to be telling the truth.

“You wouldn’t happen to be in touch with a Valerie Delmarco or Suz Pierce, would you?”

Henry reaches into his pocket, pulls out the old key chain, gives it a shake. The white 8 is nearly worn off, and the liquid inside it has somehow darkened with time, making the plastic die inside nearly impossible to read.

“I’m afraid not. After graduation, Val went home to Boston. Suz was headed out to California.”

He gives the Magic 8 Ball a shake, imagines he sees the words Liar, Liar through the murky water.

“And Spencer—he went home to Chicago?” Bill asks.

“Yes,” Henry says. “I think so. I’m not sure, actually.”

“And he and Valerie were a couple?”

Henry could barely remember. He hadn’t really known them very well when they were a couple, only in the aftermath. He’d seen them on campus together, noticed that Spencer kept her on a tight leash. They were one of those couples where the guy does all the talking, all the decision making: We’re not going to that party. We think Cubism is totally overrated.

“For a little while. They broke up senior year.” Around the time Val became Winnie. “She got together with Suz.”

“I see. All right. Thank you. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Great,” Henry says, pleased to have gotten off the hook so easily this time. But he knows it won’t last. If this guy is any good at all, he’ll find something to prove Henry a liar. And what then?

The line goes dead. Henry’s hand trembles as he places the phone back in its cradle. Henry stands for several minutes, transfixed, remembering Spencer’s pointy face, the long black coat he always wore that seemed to have never-ending pockets. He’s still standing by the phone in the front hall when he sees Tess and Emma coming across the yard, up the walkway, flashlight bobbing in front of them.

“Nine,” whispers Emma as she enters, a strange habit Henry doesn’t understand. Is she speaking German? Saying no each time she enters their home? No. Like something’s not right somehow.

Tess is pale, shaking. She looks like she’s seen a—

“Henry,” she gasps, “in the woods. Someone’s painted the trees.”

—ghost.

“Painted what?” he asks.

“Words on the trees.”

“What words?”

“‘The Compassionate Dismantlers Were Here.’”

Henry says nothing, just stands with one hand on the wall, holding himself up. He looks down at his daughter, who is concentrating very hard on the painting of the moose, staring it down.

“She used my vermilion paint,” Tess says, her voice faint, so faint Henry wonders if he misheard her, if Tess really said she.

“Who?” he asks.

“Maybe it’s the lady who painted Francis,” says Emma, her eyes still fixed on the moose. “Maybe she’s come back.”

And then, just then, out of the corner of his eye, Henry thinks the moose has moved, blinked, given him a little mischievous wink.

“Did you see…,” he starts to ask, and his daughter just smiles up at him in a way that makes him sure she saw it too.









Chapter 13



TESS’S HAND IS TREMBLING so hard she can’t get the key into the lock on her studio door. The red letters she saw in the trees are burning in her mind, their own neon sign: THE COMPASSIONATE DISMANTLERS WERE HERE. A confession. A warning.

“YOU HAVE A KEY to Berussi’s house?” Henry asked.

Suz shrugged as she fit the key into the lock on the rough wooden door.

“Tell me you weren’t fucking him,” Val said.

Suz acted as if she hadn’t heard. A low growl rumbled behind the soon-to-be unlocked door.

“That’s Magellan,” Suz told them. “A German shepherd. He’s a real sweetie.”

The hairs on Tess’s arms rose. She didn’t like this. Yes, Berussi would be occupied teaching Sculpture as an Evolutionary Process until at least four o’clock—there was no way they’d be caught. But it felt wrong. And what were they even looking for here? Suz said they were just going in to do a little spying. Enemy infiltration, she called it. Reconnaissance.


It was the spring of their senior year and Berussi was on the warpath, rallying to get the other professors and administrators behind him. Berussi was not a fan of the Dismantlers, and had done all he could to see that Suz not be given credit for her sculpture class last fall. Suz, true to form, persuaded the dean that this was ridiculous. As time went on, the battle between the two of them heated up, with Berussi leading a campaign to have Suz expelled. And now, he wasn’t just after her, but the whole group. At a school the size of Sexton, it didn’t take the administration long to figure out who the Compassionate Dismantlers were.

“It’s a fucking witch hunt,” Suz complained when all four were called into the dean’s office where threats of expulsion were made.

The dean had rattled off a list of charges: taking apart tools in the sculpture building, breaking the Hobart dishwasher in the cafeteria, removing spark plugs from faculty cars.

“You have no evidence,” Suz told the dean. “You expel us and we’ll hire a lawyer and sue the whole fucking school.”

“I’m not sure you’d have much of a case,” the dean said.

“You might be surprised,” Suz told him.

So maybe that was what they were doing here in Berussi’s house. Looking for something that they could use as ammunition against Berussi; something that might take the spotlight off the Dismantlers and put it on their number one detractor.

They’d parked in a dirt pull-off down the road and walked to Berussi’s so that there wasn’t a chance of a friendly neighbor telling him about seeing an orange van in his driveway.

“And what’s to stop Magellan the sweetie from ripping us to shreds?” Henry asked. In spite of the amazing sculptures he carved of them, animals made him nervous.

Suz smiled. “Don’t worry. He’s a vegetarian.”

“Right.” Val laughed.

“Seriously,” Suz said. “Berussi cooks little meals for him—eggs, carrots, whey protein. It’s crazy. The guy is hard-core. It’s one thing to not eat meat yourself, but to inflict it on your dog? I mean, hello! A dog is a carnivore. Just look at its teeth.”

Suz unlocked the heavy door and stepped into the little house. Magellan leaped up on her, licking her face.

“Easy, boy, easy,” she said. Suz reached into her bag and took out the plastic grocery sack inside it, unwrapped a piece of raw steak, and threw it to the dog. “There you go, big guy,” she said, kissing the air in Magellan’s direction. “Who loves you best of all?”

They watched the dog tear into the steak. “Tell me that’s a dog who wants to be a vegetarian. I’m telling you, Berussi’s got no respect for autonomy,” Suz said. Magellan’s teeth crunched down on bone.

The house was tiny. The front door opened into the living room, the kitchen was to the left and the bathroom beside it. At the back of the house was a bedroom barely large enough for a twin bed. The floors and walls were unfinished, knotty-pine boards. The place was surprisingly neat, considering the unkempt appearance of its owner. And there just wasn’t much stuff. Shelves of art books, an old stereo system with a turntable, a collection of record albums, a futon couch, some framed prints. No television or computer.

Tess felt sorry for Berussi. She knew she shouldn’t but she did. Seeing his house, hearing about how he cooked meals for his dog, it made him seem kind of lonely and pathetic. She wanted more than ever to jump in the van, head back to campus, and forget all about this.

“Look at all this vinyl. The guy loves his jazz,” Henry said, holding up a Count Basie album. He thumbed through the rest. “Billie Holiday, John Coltrane, Charlie Parker. He’s got some great old blues stuff too.”

Suz rummaged through drawers in Berussi’s tiny bedroom. “Look,” she called. “His high school ring. Isn’t that sweet?” She held up a chunky gold ring with a burgundy stone. “It’s got his initials and everything.” Suz pocketed the ring.

“Won’t he notice it’s missing?” Henry asked. He’d left the records and joined Suz in the bedroom. Tess followed. The little room felt stuffy and airless. Tess sat down on the bed, which was covered in an old hand-stitched quilt with red and blue stars.

Suz shook her head. “Not right away. And besides, the guy’s a total stoner. He’ll probably just figure he misplaced it. Speaking of which,” she said, reaching into the top drawer of his nightstand and pulling out a huge Baggie of pot that she dropped into her knapsack.

“Now that, he’ll miss,” Henry said.

Suz nodded. “But what’s he gonna do? Call the cops? Say someone broke into his house, fed his dog a steak, and took his stash?”

There was a terrible wheezing squawk behind them. Val came dancing into the room with an accordion strapped to her chest. It was red and black with shiny mother-of-pearl-looking buttons and keys. “Look what I found in the professor’s closet!” she said, playing a few drawn-out, wavering, off-key notes. She wrinkled her nose, leaned down, and sniffed. “This thing stinks!” she said.

Suz came forward and gave the bellows a sniff. “Oh my god,” she chortled. “It totally smells like kielbasa!”

Henry and Tess had to agree. The thing reeked.

“I bet Mister Tree-hugging Vegetarian has secret kielbasa feeds here at midnight,” Suz said. “I can see it now: a covert meeting with a sausage maker down in Massachusetts—someplace nobody knows him—then he drives home, locks the doors, and fries it up; has a big old heaping plate of it with sauerkraut and the world is good.”

Val smiled at her, played a few notes. “Everyone has their secrets,” Val said.


“Indeed they do, babycakes,” Suz said. “Indeed they do.”

GOD KNOWS TESS HAS her share. She stands in her studio now, the door locked behind her, as she holds the empty tube of vermilion paint.

The Compassionate Dismantlers Were Here.

There’s a quick rapping on the door. Tess feels her heart trying to jump through the wall of her chest.

“Hello?” she calls, voice shaking as she presses against the already locked door with all her might, holding it closed. It’s quiet for several seconds. The knob rattles as someone on the other side tries to turn it.

She can almost hear Suz’s voice now: Open up, babycakes.

“It’s me,” calls Henry from behind the door.

Henry. Only Henry.

Tess lets herself breathe and opens the door. Henry squints in at her, one eye more closed than the other—he’s still got his headache.

“Emma’s asleep. I put on some coffee. I thought we could talk.”

Tess nods. “I was just thinking about that old accordion we took from Berussi’s. Do you remember?”

Henry stiffens.

“Remember how it smelled like kielbasa?” Tess asks, smiling in spite of herself.

“We shouldn’t have taken it,” Henry says. “Shouldn’t have even been there.”

“No,” Tess agrees, “but we were just following Suz. And she made everything seem so…so justified. Didn’t she?”

Henry bites his lip, nods.

“There’s something I didn’t tell you. Earlier, when you and Emma were out in the woods, that private investigator called. He’s in Vermont, Tess. He’s coming out here to see us tomorrow morning.”


Tess feels it again: the blind panic of something just outside the door, rattling to get in.

“What’ll we do?” she asks.

“He’s not the police,” Henry says. “He’s just some midwestern PI who’s only interested in what happened to Spencer. We’ll practice our story, tell it to him, and he’ll be on his way.” He gives Tess a warm, reassuring smile. It’s his best everything-is-going-to-be-okay look.

“Do you really think so?” she asks.

He nods.

Tess forces a smile, touches him gently on the arm. “Well then, let’s go get our lies straight.”









Chapter 14



THEY SIT IN THE kitchen drinking the coffee Henry made and going over their story again and again in preparation for Bill Lunde. Henry’s never met a private detective before. He pictures a boxy-jawed guy in a fedora, some Philip Marlowe or Sam Spade wannabe.

“Suz packed her stuff and left at the end of the summer. She said she was going out west. California.” Tess recites the carefully rehearsed lines as she clutches her coffee mug.

“Right,” Henry says. “Good.”

He keeps thinking about the message painted on the trees. How he pointed the beam of the flashlight from tree to tree, not believing what was illuminated there. As if the flashlight had somehow cut through the years, and there they were, peeking back through time at one of their own messages. THE COMPASSIONATE DISMANTLERS WERE HERE

Henry stares down into his mug of coffee, wishes to god it was wine. Later, he promises himself. When he’s done here, he’ll head to the barn and pour himself a nice full cup. Then maybe things will start to make a little more sense. His headache will improve. The clouds will lift.

“I don’t like that this Lunde guy is going out to Sexton,” Tess says.

Henry sits up straight on his stool, sets his coffee down on the tiled counter. “There’s not much to find. We got rid of all our records. He might run into some people who remember us, but what’s that going to prove?”

Tess shakes her head. “I don’t like it. What if he tracks down Berussi?”

Henry feels himself stiffen. The pain in his head is a many-tentacled monster, reaching, grabbing hold of the back of his eyeball and squeezing.

Berussi. Christ.

“DO ME A FAVOR, huh?” Suz whispered to Tess. “Keep Berussi busy in here for a few minutes, okay?”

They were in the sculpture studio and Berussi was over in the corner, fiddling with some welding gear. Henry was chiseling away at a large wolf sculpture.

Tess nodded. Called over to him, “Hey, Jon, could you give me a hand with something? I’ve got some tricky cuts to make on a piece of Plexiglas and I’m afraid I’ll screw it up.”

“Sure, Tess,” he said. “I’d be happy to.” He joined Tess over at the scroll saw.

Henry put down his mallet and chisel, and followed Suz out into the entryway where she picked up the campus phone and punched in some numbers.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

She smiled, put her finger over her lips to shush him.

“Hey, Roz, this is Suz Pierce. Is the dean around? Yeah, I guess it’s kind of urgent. I’m over here at the sculpture building—there’s some kind of trouble in Berussi’s office, and I think the dean better get over here. And maybe it would be a good idea to send campus security too—wait a sec. Wow, Roz, I’m hearing a lot of yelling. I think the more people you send, the better.” Suz hung up.

“What is this?” Henry asked.

“Wait and see, babycakes,” she said, leaning over to give him an excited little peck on the cheek.

Berussi was still helping Tess in the sculpture studio, the scroll saw screaming, the air stinking of melting plastic, when the dean arrived with campus security; Boris, the visiting poet in residence (who had become fast friends with Berussi); and one of the burlier maintenance men. They went straight for Berussi’s office. Boris knocked once, then threw open the door.

Henry peered over the dean’s shoulder through the doorway.

The men stood awkwardly, staring down at Winnie. She was sitting on the floor, a Mexican blanket wrapped around her. Her face was red, her eyes glassy with tears. Dangling from her neck on a thin, gold chain was Berussi’s class ring. Boris spoke first.

“Are you all right, dear?”

“He says he loves me,” Winnie said, voice cracking, her tone dramatic and profoundly wounded. “That he’ll die without me. But I don’t love him. I love Suz. I keep trying to break things off, but he…he gets so angry.”

“Who? Who are you talking about, Valerie?” the dean asked.

“Jon.” She sniffled for a moment, tugged at the ring on the chain around her neck. “I’m afraid of what he might do. The jealousy makes him so crazy. He made up this whole thing about the Compassionate Dismantlers, you know? Just to frame Suz and get her kicked out of school. Look,” Winnie said, and stood up, still draped by the blanket. She went to Berussi’s desk and opened the top drawer, pulling out a stack of photocopied notes that said The Compassionate Dismantlers Were Here. She thrust the papers toward the dean.


“Jon Berussi is the only Dismantler!” Winnie cried. “And he’s got me so messed up. So confused. I can’t stand myself anymore. I hate what he’s made me become.” And with this came the grand finale: Winnie dropped the blanket to the floor. She was wearing only a bra and panties, and the scars on her arms, legs, and stomach were painfully obvious. Even Henry, who knew about the cutting, who knew this was all an act, was shocked. “See what he’s made me do!”

Boris the poet cried out. The campus security guy clapped his hands over his eyes. The burly maintenance man marched off in search of Berussi, clearly intending to wring his neck. The dean moved forward, picked up the blanket, wrapped Winnie back up, and promised, “Don’t worry. We’ll take care of this. We’ll take care of you. Everything is going to be okay.”

The next day, an emergency board meeting was called and Berussi was fired. When the meeting disbanded and Berussi finally stepped out—his face pale and puffy, his hair and beard disheveled and barely confined by their ponytail holders—a small parade marched by the administrative offices, then on through campus. Some of the students carried signs that said: JON BERUSSI IS A PREDATOR and KEEP SEXTON SAFE: ZERO TOLERANCE FOR HARASSMENT AND ABUSE.

Leading the parade of earnest, angry students was Suz, playing a dirge on a red and black accordion.

“EVEN IF LUNDE TRACKS Berussi down, what’s he gonna say?” Henry asks, taking the last swallow of cold coffee.

Tess shakes her head. “You can bet Berussi remembers the Dismantlers pretty clearly—and they aren’t fond memories.”

“So what?” Henry asks, turning the empty coffee mug in his hands.

“So what? Christ, Henry. It ties us to Spencer—everyone knew how bad he wanted in, and the pranks we pulled on him. Lunde’s gonna make the connection between ‘Dismantlement Equals Freedom’ on the postcards and the Compassionate Dismantlers in a heartbeat—which ties us to Spencer’s suicide. And most of all, it ties us to Suz. If he figures out that she disappeared that summer, Spencer will be the least of our worries.” Tess is looking at him as if he’s an idiot.

“Okay, I get it,” Henry sighs, pressing his palm against his eye.

Tess shakes her head. “When we meet with Lunde, we’re not going to have any idea what he knows or doesn’t know about the Dismantlers. And we can’t afford to get caught in any lies.”

Henry nods. Tess looks off into the distance.

“Even one little lie is a red flag, Henry. A warning that there are others—bigger, better lies just waiting to be dredged up.”

Henry shivers.

Dredged up.

Why, of all words, did Tess have to use those?









Chapter 15



HENRY LEFT THE KITCHEN to go work on his canoe. Tess checked that Emma was sleeping soundly, and now heads for her own studio. She closes the front door behind her, makes her way down the steps, across the driveway and over the lawn to the small gravel path that winds through the sculpture garden, ending at her studio.

Jon Berussi. Fuck. Tess still bristles at the memory of what Suz and Winnie had done. It wasn’t the first or last time Tess fought with Suz, but it was their biggest blowup.

“I thought we were supposed to be a group, a collaborative!” Tess snapped when she saw Suz later that day, after the so-called protest was over. They were alone in the dingy coffeehouse in the basement of the admin building. “How could you and Winnie just do something like that without any input from us?”

Suz smiled. “I’m sorry if you felt left out, Tess, but for certain missions, it’s got to be on a need-to-know basis. Great art isn’t made by committees.”

“That’s bullshit! You and I both know your mission was motivated by your personal grudge against Berussi, not art. And you have the balls to involve Henry and me in something like this without our knowledge? You realize that women actually do get sexually harassed, right? And that they are always accused of being lying, manipulating bitches, putting on a big act, just like Winnie’s Oscar-worthy performance? Congratulations on confirming every sexist motherfucker’s suspicions, Suz. Nice fucking job.”

Suz had stopped smiling. Her eyes narrowed and her voice lowered to a hiss.

“Spare me the Feminism 101 lecture. I know more about how women are abused and hurt and treated like shit in this society than you could ever dream of. Berussi may not have been fucking Winnie, not individually, not specifically. But I guarantee you that he has violated someone—some girl, some woman—sometime, at some point. What man on earth hasn’t? We gave her, or them—I bet there’ve been dozens—justice today.”

“Justice? With you as judge, jury, and executioner? You seriously call that justice?”

Suz laughed now. She must have sensed that she was winning. She always won.

“It’s not society’s justice. It’s not the machine’s justice. It’s justice Dismantler style, babycakes. And seriously, if you don’t like the ride, you can get the fuck off. Makes no difference to me. Or to Henry.”

Suz turned her back on Tess, and strolled up the stairs and out into the daylight, leaving Tess with her anger coiled in her guts.

MAKING HER WAY ALONG the gravel path, Tess stops, holding her breath. She sees a flickering light up ahead. A single candle is burning out at the grotto where she’s lined up a row of small glass votive holders. But she hasn’t been out there tonight—it’s too close to the woods, to the message painted on the trees that Emma showed her only a couple of hours ago. THE COMPASSIONATE DISMANTLERS WERE HERE. The words like bloody slashes done in vermilion paint.

No matter how hard she tries to rationalize things, to come up with plausible explanations, some part of her wonders if Suz is somehow responsible for the words in the trees.

Suz, who’s been dead for ten years.

Our Lady of Compassionate Dismantling.

Has she found a way, Tess wonders, to dismantle death?

Is it possible that she didn’t really die?

Tess closes her eyes. Remembers Henry gathering stones on the beach, stuffing them into Suz’s clothing.

“Do you have to do that?” Winnie asked. She was on her knees in the sand.

“We’ve got to weight her down,” Henry said. “So she won’t float.”

Winnie let out a howling moan, wrapped her head in her hands. “This isn’t happening!” she screamed.

Weight her down.

TESS KNOWS HENRY WOULDN’T go near the grotto, afraid of Suz now, of his own memories of her.

So she won’t float.

Tess sees clearly that a single candle is burning at the base of the grotto and slowly, on trembling legs, steps forward to investigate.

There’s a warm breeze coming through the trees, toward her, teasing the hair back away from her face. She makes her way into the garden, through the trellised roses, past the small pond across which the mermaid and merman stare at each other longingly. The goldfish shimmer in the moonlight, working their way toward the edge of the pond, sensing her presence, expecting flakes of fish food to fall from the sky. She is God to these little fish, God of the pond, of the garden, creator of all. It is the only place she feels she fits these days, the only place (other than her boxing room in the basement) that makes any sense to her.

Her sneakers crunch on the gravel path as she nears the grotto, the lone candle beckoning like a light at the end of a pier. Behind the grotto, just beyond the edge of the garden, the woods begin, thick with hemlock, beech, and red maple. She hears footsteps in the leaf litter. Sees movement there—a flash of white floating through the trees. Hair. Blond hair. She blinks and it’s gone.

“Wait!” she calls out, running toward the edge of woods, but by the time she gets there, the figure has disappeared. Was this just her mind playing tricks on her? Years of buried guilt making her crack, hallucinate?

Out on the road a motorcycle buzzes by.

She turns, walks back to the grotto.

Tess stands before the shrine, before Suz illuminated by the single flickering votive candle in a clear glass holder. Then she notices what’s been left beside it.

“Impossible,” she mumbles as she leans down, and from somewhere deep in the woods behind her, she’s sure she hears a soft, breathy chuckle.

Tess stares down at the battered pocketknife resting in front of the row of votives. Something made for Boy Scouts, with a red handle, large blade, small blade, bottle opener, and spoon and fork that all fold together neatly. It is, Tess recognizes at once, the very knife Suz is using in the photograph in the plastic case, the knife that never left her pocket that summer. The knife Suz had taken from an unconscious Spencer Styles on the side of the highway in Nowhereville, Maine.

And now, ten years later, Spencer had been found dead, holding a postcard from Vermont with a Compassionate Dismantlers message. And here, laid out on the grotto, is his knife.

Nothing to worry about.

Right.


Tess kneels down, picks up the knife and turns it in her hands, her heart thudding in the small birdcage of her chest, her mind reeling. She’s sure Suz had the knife in her pocket the night she died.

Knife in hand, Tess turns, her eyes searching the dark woods.

“Hello?” she calls. Then, in a near whisper, “Suz?”

Maybe Henry’s right. Maybe there are ghosts after all. If Suz has found a way back somehow, Tess knows just what she’s come for. She knows, but would never dare say.









Chapter 16



HENRY FINDS A ROLL of black plastic, cuts off a few squares, and staples them over the windows in the barn. He latches the sliding door knowing it’s unnecessary—Emma and Tess never come in without knocking and calling out.

Henry takes four more aspirin, pours himself a mug of wine, and runs trembling fingers over the red nail polish on the cover of Suz’s hardcover black journal.

DISMANTLEMENT = FREEDOM

All these years in his toolbox and he’s never been able to open it, fearing, somehow, that cracking open the book would be like letting the genie out of the bottle. But now, he has this sense that it’s too late: the genie is out. God help them.

He carries the mug and journal over to the canoe and climbs in, letting the rough-hewn sides cradle him.

Henry takes another sip of wine, thinking he should have brought the bottle, and flips through the journal on his lap, to a spot near the end.

Even now, after all this time, he can hear Suz’s voice scolding him for daring to read her words, can almost hear her say, What is it you hope to find?


            July 27—Cabin by the lake

            As I write this in the flickering light of the oil lamp, the prisoner is asleep. Winnie is watching him. Sometimes, when I see her with the gun, I get this rush that starts as a tingle at the top of my head, like a tickle, and moves down through me, growing warmer, then hot when it reaches my cunt. Who’d have guessed a string bean, sullen girl like Winnie could make me feel like that?




            Then again, who’d have guessed any of this?




            Now they want to know what to do next. I’d like to just slip away, let them figure things out for once. Maybe I’m not the fearless leader they believe me to be—the fucking cruise director who keeps everything going, big shiny grin, no crisis she can’t handle.




            Yes, I brought us all together. I had the idea, wrote the manifesto. I identified the cause. We will change the world by taking it apart, dismantling it piece by piece. Break it down. Tear it up. Only then can we be truly free.




            Dismantlement = Freedom. Right? Right.




            But sometimes I’m scared that this thing we’re doing is so much bigger and stronger than who we are that we may disappear inside it somehow, evaporate. Maybe it’s happening already. Am I the Suz the others see or—steel yourself, it’s cliché time—the girl behind the mask? The girl who’s shaking in her fucking boots because somehow or other, everything’s spiraled out of control?




            We have a prisoner! We kidnapped a guy at gunpoint. Yep, we did. And we did it because I said it was the right thing to do. Shit. Who the fuck am I? I don’t know who’s to blame—me for starting it or them for blithely following.




            Am I saving Winnie? Letting her point her gun (the gun I gave her) at the guy who put her in a box for months, made her totally hate herself. If ever an asshole deserved to be terrorized, this is that asshole.




            And yet, is this really an act of dismantlement, or some fucked-up personal vendetta? Earlier today, Tess asked, “Where’s the compassion here, Suz?” Tess can be a whiny little bitch sometimes—but she had a point.




            Gotta admit, I’m afraid of where all this may take us. How it might end.




            They’re beginning to doubt me. Like maybe we went too far bringing Spencer here. Dissension in the ranks—ha! I don’t know…




            Do you hear that, Winnie, Tess, and Henry: I DON’T KNOW! News flash: I’m mortal. Not some James Bond mastermind who can always see twenty steps ahead.





            Right, so what DO I know?




            This: It’s more important than ever that we all stick together now, whatever it takes. We can’t afford to fall apart. Though I wonder if maybe we’re supposed to be taken apart (we are the Dismantlers, after all!), reduced to our bare parts, our individual selves?




            Whatever happens—however this mess turns out—we’ve done good work. I believe that. We committed ourselves to something and we did it. We stripped things down to their bare fucking bones. We have gotten down to the marrow and sucked like hell. How many people can actually say that? How many people have ever been that brave?




Henry closes the book, rises and gets the bottle of wine. Then he settles himself back in the canoe and opens the journal to an earlier entry.


            June 26—Cabin by the lake

            We have these cats that come around. It started with one huge orange tomcat, then he brought a friend. Next thing we knew, there were five cats hanging out. Then Winnie, she brings home a kitten from town. She keeps bringing them. They don’t look stray, but she says they are. Lost, she tells me. They need a home. Now we leave bowls of milk, tuna, and Friskies all over the place. The cats come and go. And Winnie keeps bringing more home. Giving them names none of the rest of us can keep track of. Jasper, Yum-yum, Iris, Wanton, Grover. Carrot, she calls that first cat, the one that started it all. What kind of a cat name is Carrot? is what I wonder, but I love Winnie, we all love Winnie, so that’s the cat’s name.




            Poor Henry’s allergic, so he’s stocked up on Benadryl and walks around weeping and sniffling like someone died. It’s like me with the fucking pollen in the spring. But I can’t take the shit he does—I’d be out like a fucking light.




            Tess found an old aquarium at a yard sale, and she and Winnie filled it with water from the lake then threw in all these frogs’ eggs they’d collected in a peanut butter jar. We’re watching the eggs every day, waiting for them to hatch. Waiting for their little lives to unfold right there, before our very eyes.




            Metamorphosis. Is there any greater word in the English language? And I can’t help but ask, isn’t that what’s happening to us? Don’t the lives of the four of us mirror those in the aquarium? Aren’t we changing a little every day, leaving our old selves so far behind that soon, we won’t even remember what we were like? And after the metamorphosis is complete, it will be impossible to go back. Though who would even want to?



HENRY CLOSES THE BOOK. Closes his eyes.

Suz was right. There would be no going back.

Then he thinks about what finally became of those frogs: how they died trapped in stagnant, brackish water.

The door to the barn flies open and Henry sits up drunkenly in the canoe, turns, and sees Tess. He quickly slides the journal off his lap and under his thighs.


“This was left at the grotto,” she tells him. He squints at the object in her hand, bringing it into focus.

“Left?” Henry asks. Questions answered with questions.

“I saw something…someone. In the trees.”

Henry just nods.

“Someone with blond hair.”

“Oh,” says Henry. He tries to come up with something else, and fails.

Henry and Tess both know Suz had the knife in her pocket the night she died. The night he swam her out to the middle of the lake, her clothes weighted with rocks, her head bleeding, her face placid, calm.

“So what the fuck is going on?” Tess demands. “I feel like I’m going crazy.”

Don’t we all? Henry thinks.

Questions with questions. But what’s the answer?

“Metamorphosis,” he mumbles under his breath, because it’s the first word that pops into his head.









Chapter 17



SHE PICKS UP THE phone after the first ring.

“Yes?”

“This is Henry. Henry DeForge. Someone left this number in my mailbox.”

It’s nearly midnight. She was starting to think he wouldn’t call. She lets out a soft, breathy chuckle.

“Who is this?” he asks.

“Haven’t you guessed?”

“No—I mean, it’s impossible,” he mutters.

“Come for a swim, Henry. Right now. Our beach at the lake.”

She hangs up before he can answer. But he’ll come. She knows he’ll come.









Chapter 18



EMMA OPENS HER EYES. Danner is standing above her, holding out her hand.

“What do you destroy when you speak its name?” Danner asks. She’s wearing Emma’s Disney World T-shirt.

“What?” Emma asks. She sits up, rubs the sleep out of her eyes, takes Danner’s hand, which is always cold and fishy. Sometimes she expects to look down and see scales sparkling like tiny jewels on Danner’s long fingers. She can’t believe Danner woke her up in the middle of the night for one of her riddles.

“Silence,” Danner says, then leads her to the window where she looks down onto the circular driveway and sees a man lurking near the cars. He’s wearing a hooded jacket. Burglar. Prowler man. He fumbles with the door to Daddy’s Blazer.

Emma understands. Danner woke her up because there’s an intruder. Emma’s about to say, “I’ll go wake up Mom,” when she sees the man drop something. Then he bends down and nearly falls over. When he regains his balance, he looks up at the house. Emma ducks out of sight. But she saw his face. This is no burglar. It’s her dad.


She hears a car door shut, then the Blazer starts.

“Where’s he going?” she asks.

Danner only smiles. “Why don’t you ask him?” she says.

ONE TIME, DANNER SHOWED up at school, which was really weird because she’d never done that before. Emma went into the bathroom at the end of the hall near the gym, and there was Danner waiting for her in the stall.

“Don’t go to Laura Pelsinger’s house after school today,” Danner told her.

“I wasn’t going to,” Emma whispered. “She’s not even my friend. She’s kind of weird.”

“Laura’s going to ask you to go with her and you have to say no. Promise?”

“Okay. But why? And how do you know Laura’s even gonna ask?”

Outside the stall, Emma heard giggles.

“You talking to yourself again, DeForge?” a girl called. “Do you have to count when you take a piss too?”

There was more giggling, then another girl did an imitation of Emma’s whispered counting, “One I’m-a-mental-case, two I’m-a-mental-case, three I’m-a-mental-case, all the way to infinity I’m-a-mental-case.”

More laughter.

Frozen in the stall, Emma thought that was a stupid thing to say. No one can count to infinity. You’d never get there.

“Maybe she’s not talking to herself,” someone said. “Maybe she’s got someone in there with her.”

“Is that right, DeForge?” the first girl said, pressing up against the door, putting her eyeball right up to the crack. “Who’ve you got in there with you?”

“No one,” Emma said, jumping back, bashing her calf on the toilet. She’d been so wrapped up in what Danner was telling her that she hadn’t even heard the girls come in. How could she have been so careless?

Danner laughed. “I am too someone!” she yelled.

“Shut up,” Emma hissed. Danner pinched her arm.

“I bet it’s Chucky Hayden,” the first girl said. “Are you in there with Chucky?”

Chucky was the fat boy who wore a blaze orange winter hat all year round. Emma’s cheeks burned.

“I’ve got a riddle,” Danner said. “What is coming, but will never arrive?”

Emma ignored the question; she couldn’t even believe Danner had asked it—this was so not the time for riddles. Emma took a deep breath, pushed the door to the stall open, and found Erin LaBlanc and Vanessa Sanchez in front of the row of white porcelain sinks. They peered into the empty stall behind her.

“Tomorrow!” Danner called from behind the door of a stall farther down. “Got it?” Emma got it all right. And right then and there, as the snickering girls stared her down, she found herself wishing that tomorrow would never arrive.

By recess, everyone was talking about her invisible friend and saying she was a mental case for sure. Everyone but Laura Pelsinger, who got on the swing beside her.

“I don’t think you’re mental,” Laura said.

“Thanks,” Emma said.

“I know some people who really are. Like my aunt Lynn. She’s a real nutcase.”

“Oh,” Emma said.

“My mom’s picking me up after school. We’re going to the Tastee-Freez. She said I could bring a friend. Wanna come? We can go to my house after. My dog just had puppies. You can pet them. They’re real soft.”

“No thanks,” Emma said. Her heart was pounding. She wanted to go. She was so rarely invited anyplace and she loved dogs, had always wanted one. But she remembered what Danner had said.

The next day, there was a special assembly first thing in the morning. The whole school was there. The principal said there had been a terrible car accident out on Ridge Road, just past the Tastee-Freez, and Laura Pelsinger had been airlifted to the children’s hospital in Boston. The principal said she wouldn’t be in school for the rest of the year, and asked that each homeroom make their own card to send her.

HANDS BUNCHED INTO TIGHT, nervous fists at her sides, Emma puts her face back in the window, calls through the screen, “Daddy!”

But he’s already pulling away. He’s got the radio turned up loud to his rock-and-roll station. Emma hears the scream of a lone guitar, the boom of bass and drums behind it.

Emma’s nose is pressed against the window screen; she imagines the marks it’s leaving there, a tiny grid, as if her nose is a map with longitude and latitude lines. She opens her mouth to yell again, touches the screen with the tip of her tongue—the metallic taste is so sharp she jerks her tongue away, but then makes herself lick it again. Once, twice. Three more times. She watches the taillights of her dad’s truck disappear down the driveway.

“Daddy!” she yells, louder this time, worried that maybe Danner somehow knows something terrible is going to happen. He’s going to get into a wreck just like Laura and her mom. “Stop!”

The lights above her come on and she turns, blinking from the sudden brightness, to see her mother in the doorway.

“What’s the matter, Em?” her mom asks.

“Where’s Daddy going?”

“Going?”

Her mother comes to the window, looks out, and frowns at the empty parking space where the Blazer used to be.


“Where’s he going, Mom?”

“I don’t know, baby.”

“I think something bad is going to happen. That’s why Danner got me up. I think I was supposed to stop him,” Emma says.

Her mom wraps her arms around Emma and rocks her as if she’s little again. Her mom has just come from the shower. Her hair is still damp, her skin warm and moist.

“Would you like some hot cocoa, sweetie?”

“With whipped cream?” Emma asks, smiling into her mother’s flowered nightgown. She smells like soap and sunshine, if sunshine had a smell.

“With whipped cream.”

“Can Danner have some?”

“Absolutely. I was hoping she’d come. I think it’s time Danner and I had a talk.”









Chapter 19



DRIVING OUT TO THE lake, Henry remembers helping Suz stretch the canvases for the nine moose paintings. She was edgy, keyed up. She always got like this before a project. Once Suz started a new piece, she was transfixed. She could go days without sleep, living on cigarettes, black coffee, and peanut M&M’s, which she claimed were the perfect food.

“You got your protein, you got your sugary carbohydrates, you got your red dye number forty, what else do you need?”

She was also on edge because of their most recent mission: the night before, they’d broken into the records office at Sexton to destroy any evidence of any of them ever having attended the college. Suz said it was important because their new lives had begun and it was time to destroy all proof of who they used to be.

“Shit. They’ve got Berussi’s letters to the dean in my transcripts,” Suz said, looking up from a thick folder. Winnie and Tess were struggling to delete any computer records, Suz and Henry were pulling the hard copies from the enormous bank of file cabinets.

“Listen to this,” Suz said, clearing her throat. When she spoke again it was in a low, raspy voice, a tinge of Bronx accent: Professor Berussi’s. “‘Suz Pierce is obviously a girl in emotional distress, but more important, a person seemingly without a moral compass. She seems to have no remorse for the destructive acts she and her group have perpetrated upon the campus. Her delusions of grandeur and narcissism are clearly symptoms of some sort of personality disorder. I believe she is a danger to our community and recommend a full psychological evaluation, and ask that she be expelled if she does not comply.’”

“‘Delusions of grandeur’?” Suz said in her own voice. “Can you believe that pompous motherfucker?” She threw the whole stack of papers down on the floor.

Winnie placed a hand on Suz’s arm. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Damn right it doesn’t,” Suz said.

“We fixed him,” Winnie said.

“Rat bastard,” Suz mumbled, kicking at the papers on the floor.

HENRY HELPED HER HANG the nine canvases up on the wall behind the bed she and Winnie slept in. Every now and then, Suz would stop, mumble, “Delusions of grandeur” or “Personality disorder,” shake her head angrily, then go back to what she was doing. She pushed back the mattress, threw down a drop cloth, and went to work, mixing paints on dinner plates, filling the cabin with the dizzying scent of turpentine. Only once she actually started work on the painting did she seem to forget her fury over Berussi’s letters.

Suz stood on a chair to do the top row of paintings: the moose’s head, neck, and broad back. She roughed it out with brown lines, circles, Xs and Os as if she was playing a giant game of tic-tactoe.

Over the next three days and nights, the others watched as Suz created a moose on canvas, mixing hair, sand, and ash into the paints that she applied with brush, fingers, and a knife and fork. She wrote down words on a paper bag, then tore pieces off, chewed until they were pulp, and mixed this into the paint too.

“Alchemy,” Winnie said.

What struck Henry most, what he could never truly reproduce in his memory years later, no matter how hard he tried, was the sound she made. When Suz was lost in it, completely caught up in the act of creation, she made this low, soft, droning buzz.

“The static noise,” Winnie called it.

But there was more than static there. Sometimes, Henry would sit and listen and swear he heard words hidden inside the buzz, not just one voice, but many, all different pitches and tones; different accents and languages, all talking so fast over one another that it was impossible to make out what they were saying.









Chapter 20



TWO A.M. EMMA’S ASLEEP, her belly full of cocoa. Henry’s god knows where. What a long, crazy day it’s been: the meeting at the gallery with Julia, the words on the trees, the knife at the grotto, and now, to top it off, the strange conversation she’s just had with Emma.

“Is Danner here?” Tess had asked.

“Yes.” Emma was sitting with her elbows on the table, blowing into her hot chocolate. She was wearing her Minnie Mouse pajamas.

“Good.” Tess smiled. “I’m glad she decided to join us.”

Emma chewed her lip, stared down into her cocoa.

“Is something wrong, Em?” Tess asked.

Emma looked up, her face worried. “Danner says she doesn’t really like you.”

Tess bristled. She knew Danner had never really liked her, but had never heard Emma admit it. Over the years, Tess had been the victim of countless pranks blamed on Danner. Little things of hers went missing—lipstick, car keys, sunglasses—they all usually turned up later in Emma’s bedroom. And there were more mischievous things too—Tess would get into her car and turn it on to find the radio blaring on some Christian station, the wipers and heater turned up to high; a load of dark laundry somehow ended up being washed with a cup of bleach. The answer, when Tess confronted Emma, was always the same: Danner did it.

Tess took a sip of her own cocoa. “Does she say why she doesn’t like me?”

Emma was quiet a second, concentrating on her cocoa, and, apparently, on listening to Danner, who sat across from her with her own empty cup of imaginary hot chocolate with whipped cream.

“No.”

“Does she know where your father went tonight?” God, she couldn’t believe she was asking these questions. Great, she’d said to herself. First you’re talking to ghosts, now you’re giving your daughter’s imaginary friend the third degree. What’s next? Channeling Elvis?

Emma shook her head, ran her fingers through her sleep-tousled hair. “She knows, but can’t tell.”

“Why not?”

Emma shrugged. “She says she has a riddle for you.”

Tess smiled. “Okay then. Go ahead and tell me. I love riddles.”

A CRAZY DAY FOR sure. But it’s not over yet.

Tess grabs a small metal-barreled flashlight, turns on the old baby monitor in Em’s room, puts the other one in the pocket of her sweatshirt and heads for Henry’s studio. The floodlights come on as she walks the path outside the house. Prison-break time.

She gets to his workshop and enters like a criminal. Tiptoeing carefully even though she knows it’s foolish—Henry’s gone, not sleeping in the room next door—she makes her way to the large metal toolbox. The latch is rusty, but opens easily. Holding the small flashlight between her teeth, the metal cold and sharp in her mouth, she lifts the lid, then the tray on top with its array of screwdrivers and wrenches. The photos are right where she saw them earlier tonight, and under them, just like she thought, is Suz’s journal.

DISMANTLEMENT = FREEDOM

She flips through the photos: Suz and Winnie on the front steps of the cabin. Tess and Henry on their beach at the lake. All of them gathered around Henry’s orange van.

Tess takes the journal and sits on the floor, holding the flashlight in her mouth, using both hands to flip through. Then, she decides to start at the beginning.


            November 11—Sexton, Junior year

            Last night, I had a revelation as I watched my wooden man burn: true art isn’t just about creating. It’s about taking a thing apart. Tearing it down. Watching the fucker burn. As I watched the flames, I had a waking dream. I saw a circle of artists, a small band of the devoted, dressed in black, completely committed to dismantlement. And I knew this was the future.




            November 17—Sexton, Junior year

            I think I’ve got the first one. I watch her day after day, and it gives me a secret thrill because she has no idea what’s to come. That she’s about to be chosen for something great, something so huge it’s going to blow everything she’s ever done, everything she’s ever known, right the fuck out of the water.




            Get ready, Val Delmarco.





            The girl I’ve been crushed out on all semester. She’s a poet. She’s like the fucking walking wounded. You know the kind…won’t look you in the eye, always looks like she’s on the verge of tears. Now, I hate weakness in all its forms, but see, I’ve seen the true Val. I know she’s a mouse with a lion hiding inside. I know, because one night, I went to that godforsaken coffeehouse and heard her read a poem. She stood up there, head down, bangs covering her eyes, and she ripped the face off of the whole motherfucking world. She showed me the blood and skull and soul of every living, breathing person. I’ve never felt more alive than I did that night. It was this jolt, like cocaine, like speed, like falling in love times a thousand. That’s what Val reading her poem did to me. And now, I see her in the sculpture studio, making her little Cornell-like assemblage boxes and I just want to put my tongue in her ear, dig my nails into her back, make her mine, mine, mine. I want to wake up the lion inside her and hear it roar my name.




            She’s got this idiotic boyfriend named Spencer who treats her like a six-year-old. He pussyfoots around her, talks in this soft, condescending voice, and acts like he is the greatest thing that ever happened to her. He’s such a jackass. And his art is shit. He makes huge wind chimes, only he calls them spirit voices. Makes me wanna puke. He’s got to go. Val will see that soon enough.




            November 25—Sexton, Junior year

            I have the next two members picked out.





            Henry DeForge: Sweet, sweet Henry who is obviously so infatuated with me he can barely speak in my presence. He’s funny. He’s clever. And he’s the best fucking sculptor in the class. The morning after I burned my sculpture, I went to my studio space and found a small, typewritten note: I love you, Suz it said. And I knew, I just knew, he left it.




            Henry’s got a van. We’ll need that. And he’ll be dedicated. Sure, there might be some complications. But what’s life without a little drama, right?




            Tess Kahle: She’s the one who paints the carnivorous plants. Huge canvases of these sexy as hell, pussy-lipped, dripping Georgia O’Keeffe–style flowers swallowing people whole, like fucking boa constrictors. They give some guys instant hard-ons. I’d like to hang one above my bed and fuck someone all night while looking up at one of those paintings. Tess is building a scaled-down sculpture of one of those plants in class. She’s using sheets of Plexiglas, PVC pipe, and plastic soda bottles. Instead of one person, she’s got the plant swallowing a whole series of Ken dolls—the plastic is a bitch to work with, but I admire her for trying it. She knows how to stretch her limits.



Tess closes the journal, turns off the flashlight, and sits in the dark. Holding the book on her lap, she draws her knees to her chest, wraps her arms around them, and begins to rock, Suz’s book at her very center.

She can’t help but feel a twinge of pride to think that Suz had watched her, handpicked her for the group. She had once been good enough, intense enough, to catch the eye of someone like Suz.


How did she stray so far from who she once was? What happened to the girl who made those paintings? The girl with guts. The girl who knew what was sexy, how to push all the boundaries.

She wants so badly to be that girl again. To feel alive. She reaches down and touches the journal. DISMANTLEMENT = FREEDOM in raised nail polish letters. Then, she pushes the journal aside and touches herself. There. Fingers slipping under the waist-band of her pants, under the boring old-lady panties she buys in four-packs at Wal-Mart. Closing her eyes, she pictures the flowers she used to paint. But it’s no good. She tries something else. A dark, mysterious man. Still nothing. She switches fantasies like clicking through a child’s plastic viewfinder. Then, she goes back to the flower paintings. She becomes the painting hung above Suz’s bed, suspended from the watermarked ceiling of her Sexton dorm room, and she watches Suz watching her. She watches as Suz brings a girl into bed. A long-limbed, faceless girl. Winnie, maybe, before she was Winnie.

I’d like to hang one above my bed and fuck someone all night…

Suz and the girl move as if their bodies are liquid. Symbiosis, Tess thinks, though it doesn’t make sense. But neither does being a painting. Symbiosis. Bodies entwined. It’s all open mouths and sticky skin. Pistil and stamen. Pollen in the air. Moist nectar.

Suz is moaning, screaming, digging her nails into the other girl’s back, but all the while, she keeps her eyes locked on the painting, on Tess, who moans right back, satisfied at last.









Chapter 21



HENRY STAGGERS DOWN THE path. Trips on tree roots. He brought a flashlight, but the batteries are dead. He’s feeling his way. He used to know it by heart.

The path opens up on the beach, which is really just a tiny patch of sand and mud with a wide, flat rock in the center. The sacrificial stone, Suz used to call it. She’d lie across it naked sometimes, sunning herself like a stranded mermaid.

He sees her and his breath catches in his throat, filling it. When he opens his mouth, he lets out a croak like a bullfrog.

She’s floating out in the water. Facedown. Dead-man’s float.

“Suz!” he croak-shouts. His heart jackhammers in his chest, making his whole body vibrate.

What if time is not a linear thing? he wonders. What if it loops and circles; what if we can go back?

Is this what he has done—gone back to the night Suz died?

And now, will he be given the chance to save her?

He’s standing at the water’s edge, trying to will the courage to dive. She hasn’t moved. She’s just floating there, her pale blouse billowing in the water around her like a phosphorescent jellyfish.


Then, just as he’s about to dive, she lifts her face, folds her body so that she’s upright, treading water.

“Swim with me, Henry.”

“You’re dead.”

“Am I?”

I checked you for a pulse. I filled your clothing with stones.

“They never found a body,” she says.

Impossible, he thinks. He was there. He saw what happened.

“Come swim with me,” she calls, and suddenly, it doesn’t matter to him if she’s dead or not. It doesn’t matter that he’s terrified of the water. He leaves his clothes on and walks out into the lake, toward her.

The lake envelops him. The water is warm, but still he shivers. Shivers like a man sure he is walking toward his own death. He should, he thinks, put up a fight. But what’s the use?

Suz is laughing, teasing, calling his name. Henry, Henry, Henry. Siren song.

He’s up to his chest now, ankle deep in muck, and she’s swimming wide circles around him.

“You’re dead,” he repeats.

“Am I?” she asks. She swims in behind him, wraps her arms around his waist. Breaths on his neck. Hot dragon breath. He’s trembling harder now.

“Do you still love me?” she whispers.

Love me. Love me not. Love me.

Should he answer her question with a question?

He remembers the night she burned her wooden man, how as he watched her face all lit up with flames, love hit him like a punch in the solar plexus. He stayed up all night writing her a letter to try to explain his feelings, but the next day, when he sneaked into her studio, he had the courage only to leave a simple, unsigned message: I love you, Suz.

“Yes,” he gasps. He could never play games with Suz. She was the one person he’d always been honest with. Too honest, maybe.

“Best of all?” she asks.

“Best of all.” Yes, it’s true. What a relief to say it out loud.

He starts to spin around, desperate to get his hands on her, and she stops him. “Close your eyes, Henry.”

He does. He’ll do anything she asks.

“Close them tight and make a wish, babycakes,” she says.

A wish. But isn’t this the one and only thing he would ever wish for? To have her back again?

He doesn’t care that he watched her die ten years ago. He’s swimming with a ghost and he doesn’t care. If this means he’s dead too, then he welcomes it. Dear God, yes. He opens his eyes, reaches for her, gets only her hair, which he tugs on gently, trying to turn her around. If he can just kiss her, put his lips against hers and taste her one more time…

“Suz,” he breathes.

Her hair comes off in his hands. She turns to face him, her face no longer gentle and seductive, but mocking.

This is not Suz.

It’s Winnie.









Chapter 22



THIS IS HOW IT began. A series of seemingly random events: a road trip, someone’s alarm didn’t go off, a lost set of car keys, some killer Thai weed pulled from a pack of Drum tobacco. But now, reading the journal here in Henry’s studio, Tess wonders how random any of it really was.

It all started with a trip to Boston to see a modern-sculpture exhibit. Berussi’s entire class was going. Henry offered to drive a group down in his orange Dodge van, which Suz called “the Love Machine.”

“Bet you get a lot of action in the Love Machine, Henry! Try to tell me you haven’t got some nasty old mattress back there!”

Suz said she’d ride with him. Then, under her name on the sign-up sheet, she added the names of Tess and Val. Spencer, Val’s boyfriend, wrote down his own name.

But when they all met in the parking lot at six A.M., there was no Spencer. “I’ll go get him,” Val said.

“Nah, you stay here,” Suz said, volunteering to run to the community center to call him.

“Dude who answered said he was sick and we should go on without him,” Suz reported when she got back to the van. Only later would they learn that Spencer wasn’t sick. He simply overslept because someone had pulled all the insides out of his alarm clock.

But it didn’t matter then. What mattered was that Spencer hadn’t been there in the beginning. He wasn’t one of the chosen.

It was a quiet ride at first. Suz sat in front, next to Henry, and kept flipping through the radio stations, looking for songs she could stand.

Tess closed her eyes in the backseat, trying to sleep. She kept squinting at the back of Henry’s head, wondering what it would be like to touch him there, to run her fingers through his hair. Val sat beside her, hunched over her notebook, scribbling away, hiding behind her hair.

“What are you writing, babycakes?” Suz asked.

Val shrugged her shoulders. “Nothing much.”

Suz laughed. “I really doubt that,” she said.

Then, just before they were out of Vermont, Suz announced, “I have to pee,” and asked Henry to get off at the next exit and look for a gas station. They found a tiny Texaco out in the middle of nowhere. The bathroom was out back and Suz had to get the key from the pimply-faced teenager behind the counter.

Henry and Tess went in for coffee and snacks: two stale crullers and a package of Gummi worms. Val stood outside smoking, insisting she didn’t want anything to eat or drink.

“She seems a little lost without Spencer, huh?” Henry said to Tess when they were by the register. Tess shrugged. She thought Val seemed a little lost all the time, no matter who she was with.

When they all met back at the van, Henry couldn’t find the keys.

“I coulda sworn I left them in the ignition,” he said. He searched his pockets. The others looked all over the parking lot, in the store. No keys.


“It just doesn’t make sense,” Tess complained. “They couldn’t have just disappeared into thin air.”

“We could hot-wire it,” Val suggested.

Henry laughed. “Right. And who knows how to do that?”

Val looked at Suz. “I figured Suz might.”

Suz shook her head. “Sorry to disappoint, babycakes, but I guess my limitless talents have a limit after all.”

“Do you have a spare set?” Tess asked.

“Back at the dorm,” Henry answered.

It took them ten minutes to search for enough change to call Henry’s roommate, Isaac, on the pay phone. Isaac wasn’t there. He was off campus at his girlfriend’s, whose phone had been turned off because she didn’t pay the bill.

“Jesus!” Tess moaned as she stood next to Henry, listening to his end of the conversation.

Henry left a lengthy message at the dorm, giving the name of the gas station, the town they were in, the exit number, and the location of the spare keys. “Tell him I’ll give him a hundred bucks. My firstborn. Whatever it takes for him to get those keys down here,” Henry said to the kid who answered the phone.

“We could hitchhike,” Val suggested after Henry hung up.

“No one’s gonna pick four of us up,” Tess said, already imagining the horror of being separated from the others, alone in some serial killer’s car.

“Tess is right,” Suz said. “I say we stay put and wait for Isaac to rescue us. Besides,” she said, crossing the parking lot to the grassy slope behind the gas station, “It’s kind of pretty here. We’ve got provisions. A bathroom. And this…” She pulled an enormous joint out of her pouch of Drum.

Henry, Gummi worms, and marijuana—Tess couldn’t possibly ask for more. “I vote for staying,” Tess said, plunking herself down on the hillside.

They formed a rough circle in the dead brown grass and Suz lit the joint. It was early December, but freakishly warm. Tess’s knee was pressed against Henry’s, and from time to time, she reached over to take a Gummi worm from the open package on his lap. When they were good and high, weaving fallen brown oak leaves into their hair, whistling through grass blades, and all secretly hoping Isaac would never show up, Suz said, “Do you want to hear something that will change your lives forever?”

Tess held her breath expectantly, looked over at Henry, whose eyes were glistening, all lit up and locked on Suz.

“It’s something I realized that night, when I burned my sculpture.”

They each nodded, drawing in closer, as if Suz herself were the fire this time and they all wanted to get warm.

“Art, true art, isn’t about putting marks on paper or canvas. It’s not about building sculptures. It’s about tearing it all the fuck down.”

Suz had mastered this way of talking, this beautiful ebb and flow of words that drew Tess in, trapped her somehow, made her never want to leave.

“Think about it,” she went on. “Destruction is the beginning of all creativity. Without it, there can be no transformation. No rebirth. It’s the most powerful force there is.”

Tess nodded vigorously. The whole thing made perfect sense. Tess felt as if her whole concept of not only art, but the world itself, was being cracked wide open right then and there by this girl in black leggings and combat boots.

Suz was beautiful, but not in a magazine-model kind of way. Her teeth were a little crooked, her nose a bit too small for her face, but these things made her more stunning somehow. The thing that drew them to her was the thing that had made all of them come to Sexton in the first place: they were all outsiders, people on the fringe. And no one, it seemed, understood this better than Suz. She turned her difference into a source of power, power that radiated from her, humming, a live thing that sent sparks out to anyone who listened.

When Suz had finished describing her epiphany, her vision for a group of renegade artists, Compassionate Dismantlers, she had them all—hook, line, and sinker.

“So who would be in this group?” Henry asked.

Suz smiled, licked her lips, looked at each of them in turn. “You. All of you.”

“Just us?” Tess asked, her heart beating a little fast at the thought that she was one of the chosen.

Suz nodded. “It needs to start small. Be people who are committed. People we can all trust. We’re going to be doing some seriously crazy shit—breaking and entering, fucking stuff up. The group needs to be made up of people who can keep secrets.”

Henry nodded. “I can keep a secret.”

“So you’re in, then?” Suz asked.

“I’m in.”

“Me too,” said Tess, looking at Henry when she said it.

They all looked at Val.

“Val here,” Suz said, leaning over to brush the hair back away from Val’s bloodshot eyes, which were focused on the brown grass, “she’s a walking secret. A born Dismantler if I ever saw one.”

Val looked up at Suz, smiled shyly.

“So what about it, babycakes? Are you ready to meet your destiny head-on? To set the whole motherfucking world on fire?”

Val nodded.

“Say it,” Suz said. “Say you’re going to set the motherfucking world on fire.”

Val stood up, cupped her hands over her mouth, and shouted down the hill, to the valley below, “I, Valerie Delmarco, am going to set the motherfucking world on fire!”

Suz laughed. “Beautiful,” she said. “Now we’ve got our first mission to plan.”









Chapter 23



SHE LOWERED THE RAZOR blade, traced the surface of her skin gently, a soft, wanting caress, then, not being able to hold back another second, pushed the blade into her left forearm. Relief so sweet she let out a little moan.

The cut she made was short, not too deep. Just right. Perfect. She raised the blade, let herself do it again, another cut perpendicular to the first. No need to hurry. She could savor each luscious second. The others had gone swimming. She told them she was tired and needed a nap.

“What the fuck is this? What the fuck are you doing?” Suz swept back the makeshift curtain surrounding their bed. “Give me the razor!”

“Suz, I…What are you doing back?”

“Just hand me the fucking razor blade. Now!”

Mutely, Winnie passed the blade to her and watched as Suz left to throw it away. When Suz came back through the curtain, she was in tears.

“I thought we were done with all this shit,” she said.

“I’m sorry,” Winnie told her, thinking how like Suz it was to say we instead of you. Was she really all that different from Spencer?

“Why?” Suz asked, but Winnie could not answer. Suz took hold of Winnie’s arm, studying the cuts the way a doctor or scientist might. She kissed them lightly, then poked the tip of her tongue out and licked away the blood. “I love you,” Suz said, and Winnie pulled Suz’s face up to kiss her. Winnie tasted her own blood on Suz’s lips, salty and metallic, like a lucky penny.

“THE WAY I SEE it, the cutting is all Spencer’s fault,” Suz said to Winnie later, as they sat naked in the little tent room they’d created with tapestry walls. Suz touched her lighter to the metal bowl of the bong she’d made from the plastic honey bear, took a hit from the pointed spout of his cap. “And the others. The whole string of fucked-up boys who treated you like a little-girl sex toy.” She passed the bong to Winnie, then ran her fingers gently over Winnie’s scars, which tingled with Suz’s touch.

“Spencer put you in a box. Took away your very personhood. Invalidated your feelings. So of course you cut. You cut to feel something real.”

Suz had part of it right. The part about cutting to feel. But she was wrong to blame Spencer or any of the other boys Winnie had been with. It wasn’t about them.

After Suz was gone, Winnie started cutting again. Not often. Just when she needed to feel something. After Suz died, Winnie lived inside a void, a quiet vacuum in which no sound, no touch could penetrate. She felt nothing. Only when she took out the blade and drew it over her skin, forming neat little lines in rows along her arms and thighs, crisscrossing the old scars, only then did she remember what love was like.

Last Friday, her stepmother forwarded the postcard to her. To understand the nature of a thing, it must be taken apart.

Interesting. Very interesting.


Isn’t it just, babycakes?

Winnie packed a bag and headed for the cabin in Vermont the day she got the card, thrilled and terrified to discover that it was in much the same shape as it had been when they’d left it.

What’d you expect, babycakes? Did you think the maid would have come? Some happy housekeeper doing her duty out in the woods?

Winnie immediately went to work cleaning up. She took two pickup loads of trash to the dump: old clothes chewed through by mice, shelf after shelf of ruined food, hardened tubes of acrylic paint. Some discoveries, like the unsent ransom note, she burned.

In the back corner of the kitchen, she found the aquarium they’d put the jar of frogs’ eggs in. She covered her nose and mouth with a bandanna, held her breath, and carried the tank out of the cabin and into the woods behind it, eyes watering, throat closing instinctively as she gagged and retched from the smell. She dumped the thick, green scum and discovered that there, settled on the bottom of the tank, were frog bones—paper-thin skulls, a front foot so like a miniature human hand that Winnie had to count the digits to be sure.

She filled a big black Hefty bag with things that had belonged to Suz and drove it down to the beach. Winnie stripped off all her clothes, added some rocks to the bag, and swam it out to the middle of the lake.

Back at the cabin, Winnie swept and scrubbed until her back ached and her hands were rubbed raw. She washed all of the cups, bowls, plates, and silverware in hot water mixed with bleach. She put out tempting little piles of poison for the mice.

As she cleaned and brought things to some semblance of order, she collected artifacts from their long-ago summer: sketches on curled yellow-edged paper, Polaroids shoved in a drawer, a box of drawing charcoal. She tacked some of the old drawings to the wall, set a box of matches and some ancient, dried-up scraps of Drum tobacco next to an ashtray on the table. Sometimes, looking around, she could trick herself into believing that time had stood still here and Suz was just about to walk through the door.

Once the cabin was clean and in order, she began, like a paleontologist assembling old bones, to reconstruct Suz’s moose, which lay in a collapsed heap out back.

Winnie branched out, leaving the cabin to watch Tess and Henry’s house. She followed Tess to the farmers’ market and art galleries. She tailed Henry to his office. DEFORGE PAINTING said the sign. Winnie remembered Henry going to meet his father there years before. Once, she came along and the old man took the two of them to lunch. Henry respected his father, but had, Winnie felt, a healthy sort of contempt for the life he’d chosen—the painting company, the old rambling farmhouse, the Chamber of Commerce dinners, meetings at the Elks Club. Now Henry had chosen the same thing. Or perhaps, thought Winnie, the life had chosen him, pulling him along like a strong current Henry had been unable to swim against.

She knew all about those currents. Wasn’t that what had led her back home to Boston, to work in a series of crummy low-wage jobs: aide in a nursing home, night clerk at a 7-Eleven? Jobs her mother might have taken. Jobs her family expected her to fall into, in spite of the fancy BA from Sexton. Her life, after Sexton, after the Dismantlers, for the most part, had been shit. Shit jobs, shit relationships. She tried to write and couldn’t. Poetry had left her. Or maybe she’d left it. Turned her back on that part of herself the night Suz died.

Winnie felt so alone after Suz died that she had tried to kill herself twice and had somehow been a failure at that too. The first time she just passed out and woke up sticky with blood that seeped pitifully from the all-too-shallow cuts on her wrists and groggy from the over-the-counter sleeping pills she’d swiped from the 7-Eleven. The second time was just pure idiocy. She was at home for Thanksgiving dinner and locked herself in the upstairs bathroom where she took everything she could find in the medicine cabinet. When she didn’t come down for pie, her father broke down the door. Her stepmother, having watched one too many episodes of ER, began searching for a pulse. She pulled back Winnie’s sleeve and caught sight of the scars. While they waited for the ambulance, her stepmother undressed her the rest of the way—Winnie could just see the scene in her mind’s eye, her stupid, sturdy stepmother yanking the clothes off Winnie’s seemingly lifeless body, getting angrier and angrier—and saw the extent of the damage. Winnie woke up in the psych ward, where she stayed for six weeks. Then she was deemed well enough to leave and given two prescriptions and a referral to a community mental health center, all of which went in the trash can at the T station.

YESTERDAY MORNING, HER STEPMOTHER called her on her cell to say a private investigator had phoned, looking for her—a man named Spencer Styles was dead, found holding in his own hand a postcard identical to the one that had come for Winnie.

Fueled by this bit of news, she’d finally gotten up the nerve to go pay an actual visit to Henry and Tess. She’d driven up the driveway to their house, sure she’d announce herself, have a cup of coffee, and reminisce while showing them the strange postcard she’d received, but no one was home. Winnie walked around the old brick farmhouse, peering in windows. She sat in a wooden chair beside the pool, even took off her tennis shoe and dragged her toes through the blue water. She made her way across the yard and discovered the sculpture garden. She stopped to watch the goldfish in the cement pond, then to study the statue of Tess and Henry as terrified half lions. It was clearly Tess’s work.

Winnie continued on to the far corner of the garden and found the grotto, the photo of Suz right at the center. Winnie knelt down so she was at eye level with her old lover, and it was as if she had caught Suz off guard, surprised. Winnie had looked through some window to the past, pried away all the years and found Suz startled to see her, as if Winnie herself were the ghost.

After seeing the grotto, she hurried back to her car and drove straight back to the old cabin, to the very place the photo had been taken, feeling like the line between past and present was too blurry to face Henry and Tess just then.

Then, this afternoon, she decided to try again, using a new approach. She left her number in the mailbox for Henry. It would be easier if he came to her. If she saw them one at a time.

BACK IN THE CABIN, Winnie peels off Suz’s soaking-wet clothes and crawls into her sleeping bag, glad to be done with this beast of a day where nothing went as planned. She may have just blown any chance of reconnecting with Henry and Tess. She never did know how to reach out to people.

“Idiot,” she mumbles to herself.

The moon plays with the shadows in the loft, stretching them out, making the building seem as if it has its own set of scars. And it does. Winnie knows. She can feel them. The cabin aches the way Winnie herself aches. She reaches under her pillow and takes out the stack of letters, flips on a flashlight, and reads the first:


January 1, 12:40 A.M.

Dear Val,

Happy Fucking New Year. I’ve just downed half a bottle of peppermint schnapps. No champagne in the house. Tsk-tsk. God, I miss you. Things here in cheery old New Jersey are just swell. I divide my time between my days at the FRANKFOOTER—yes, you read that right—slathering chili on foot-long dogs, and my nights at my aunt’s where I am making a collage to cover all the walls in the dungeon that is my room. No word from my mother. My aunt, who makes it clear that she’s put out by my being here, thinks maybe she’s in jail again. Or rehab. But neither of us has taken the incentive to call around.

I’m sorry you had such a lousy visit with Spencer. No, fuck that, I’m not sorry. He’s a pretentious piece of shit who treats you like a little girl. You deserve better. You deserve true love, with all its beautiful complications.

Thanks for the poems. I’ve pasted them to my wall, right above my bed, and read them each night before falling drunkenly into sleep. They’re perfect, Val. You’re perfect. If you were here, I’d kiss you.

Here’s hoping the New Year brings us all our truest desires.

Love and consequences,

 Suz

PS—Here’s a copy of the Manifesto I’ve been working on. I think it’s a final draft but I wanted to show it to you before calling it done. I ain’t the writer in the group.



Carefully, so as not to tear the worn pages, Winnie puts the letter aside, finds the page below, and stares down at the words scrawled in blue ink.


THE COMPASSIONATE DISMANTLER MANIFESTO


We, the Compassionate Dismantlers, hold five truths to be self-evident.



        1. To understand the nature of a thing, it must be taken apart.

        2. We oppose technology, hierarchy, rules and laws, and all forms of government.

        3. The universe was created in chaos, and the only true creative force is chaos.

        4. Dismantlement is an act of compassion as well as an act of revolution.

        5. Dismantlement = Freedom



Winnie tucks the letter back into its tattered envelope, back under her pillow.

“We’re going to stay here forever,” Suz had promised one night, just weeks before her death. “Can’t you feel it?”

Yes. Winnie could feel it. She’d felt it for years, a terrible aching tug at her chest, pulling her back to the old cabin. She felt it stronger than ever now that she’d returned, as she patched holes in the roof with a bucket of tar from the hardware store, or lay in her sleeping bag in the loft listening to the mice munching on poison.

Suz was here still. Waiting for Winnie to carry out one last act of Dismantling.

“I’m here, Suz,” Winnie whispers to the shadows as she reaches down to run her fingers over the ridges of her scars. “I haven’t forgotten.”









Chapter 24



“WHERE THE HELL HAVE you been?”

It’s a trap. Tess has been pacing in Henry’s dark little apartment on the south side of the barn, lying in wait like a spider, and as soon as he comes in the door, she flips the kitchen light on, hoping that if she catches him off guard he’ll be honest with her. She thinks she deserves that much at least.

“Out driving.”

“You’re soaking wet, Henry. You’re dripping all over the goddamn floor.”

“I went for a swim.”

She laughs. “A swim. That’s perfect. Fucking perfect.”

He looks down at the puddle he’s making on the linoleum floor. He looks so boyish, so guilty, that she almost feels sorry for him. Then she looks at the clock on the microwave: 3:30 in the morning. Where the hell does a man go at that hour?

“Are you seeing someone, Henry?”

“Jesus!”

“Are you?”

“No.”


Is she jealous? Jesus. This is too much. Get the fuck over it, she tells herself.

She remembers the feel of his hand on her back this evening. The thrilling jolt it had given her. How close she’d been to turning around. Such an idiot!

“Well, maybe you should be,” she tells him. She notices she’s positioned herself in a boxing stance: her body turned so that her left shoulder is to him, chin down, fists clenched at her sides. “Maybe we both should. It’s time we moved on. It isn’t healthy to go on living like this. Not for us or for Emma. I think it’s time you found someplace else to live.”

“Someplace else?” Henry says, standing in his own little puddle, a leaking, melting man.

She thinks of the first time she laid eyes on him: both of them nineteen, standing awkwardly by the snack table at a new-student mixer their first week at Sexton. She was spooning hummus onto crackers and he was fiddling with the spout of the coffee urn.

His hair was buzzed like a marine and his face and arms were the kind of bronze you got working outside all summer. He was wearing brown canvas carpenter’s pants and a black T-shirt that said ASK ME in big white letters on the front. He was exactly the type of boy Tess always found herself attracted to: well kempt, normal looking. But the trouble was, these normal-looking, handsome guys with their short hair and smooth golden skin were always a disappointment in the end. Duller than dull and sometimes just plain dim-witted. She wished she could be attracted to the artsy boys with piercings and purple-tinted hair who dressed in black from head to toe, guys she could actually have a conversation with, but for whatever reason, try as she might, there was just no spark.

Tess walked over to Henry, decided to take a chance.

“Ask you what?” Tess said.

His brown eyes met hers. “Huh?”


Dim-witted, for sure, she thought, sorry that she’d even approached him.

“Your T-shirt.”

“Oh,” he said, and turned so that she could read the back: ABOUT WILSON PAINTS AND STAINS.

Tess sighed. “And here I thought you were going to tell me the meaning of life, the origin of the universe.”

He shrugged his shoulders. Smiled apologetically. “I could make something up,” he told her. “Or how about I tell you the dream I had last night?”

“Okay.” She took a step closer to him, listening intently.

“I was this cow in a field, you know, just hanging out, eating grass and clover. Happy and peaceful.”

Tess nodded, waited for him to go on.

“Then I woke up,” he said, scuffing at the linoleum floor with the toe of his work boot.

“That’s it?” she asked. She’d outdone herself in the dim-witted department this time. She did a quick scan of the room, looking desperately for a reason to excuse herself.

Henry continued. “I woke up and thought, what if it’s the other way around? You know, what if I really am a cow in some field and I’m having a dream that I’m a human, living this whole human life during one long bovine REM cycle? Wouldn’t that be a trip?”

Tess focused her eyes back on Henry. “Descartes,” she said.

“What’s that?” Henry asked.

“It reminds me of Descartes. The French philosopher. We read him in high school. He had this whole theory about the separation of mind and body. Let me guess, you’re not a philosophy major?”

Henry shook his head, smiled. “No. I’m an artist. A sculptor.”

Tess laughed out loud. She couldn’t believe her luck.


TESS WATCHES THE PUDDLE around Henry widen.

“You know what I want to know most, Henry? What I’m absolutely dying to know?” She thinks of the words in Suz’s journal: She knows how to stretch her limits. Remembers Henry saying, No. I’m an artist. A sculptor. “When did we become the people we least wanted to be?”

Tess starts to cry and hates herself for it.

Enough. Get hold of yourself.

Henry comes to her, his shoes squishing. She steps away.

“Don’t,” she tells him. And it’s that easy. He turns, head down, and makes his way through the little door that leads from the kitchen of his little apartment into his studio, leaving a wet trail, like a slug, to show where he’s been, shoes making nasty wet sounds as he scuffles out, obscene sounds, like someone fucking an octopus.









[ PART THREE ]

THE UNIVERSE WAS CREATED INCHAOS, AND THE ONLY TRUE CREATIVE FORCE IS CHAOS



[image: image]










Chapter 25



“DADDY!” EMMA CRIES WHEN he enters the kitchen the next morning, as if he’s been away for weeks, as if it’s a miracle he’s here at all.

He takes her in his arms, leans down, and breathes her in. Strawberry shampoo. Chlorine.

He could live on that smell. Be stranded forever on some small desert island, as long as he had a bottle of that smell to take out each day.

Someday soon, he thinks, Emma will be too big for this. She won’t squeal Daddy! excitedly when he enters a room, won’t jump into his arms or let him bury his face in her hair.

“Your shoes are leaking,” Emma tells him.

“Indeed they are,” he says, letting her go, then reaching for a cup, pouring himself some coffee. He woke up and put on the work boots beside his bed, just like he did each morning, forgetting somehow that he’d worn them into the lake last night. He’d just as soon forget the whole wretched thing.

Swim with me, Henry.

Maybe if he told himself it didn’t happen, if he pretended and ignored the wet boots, then it would all just fade away, like a bad dream. Even the part where Tess told him it was time to find someplace else to live.

Where is he supposed to go? He belongs here, with his family. It’s his house, for Christ’s sake!

Tess puts toasted waffles on Emma’s plate, lays down some sliced strawberries, tops it all with whipped cream from a can.

“Here you go, love,” she says, kissing the top of Emma’s head. “Just the way you like it.”

Then Tess goes back to the counter and grabs a section of the newspaper, thrusting it at Henry. He glances down. The classified ads. She’s circled apartment listings.

“Mom made me and Danner cocoa last night,” Emma says, looking up from her waffles, traces of whipped cream around her mouth.

“Isn’t that nice.” He folds up the paper, tucks it under his arm.

“And Danner told her a riddle.”

“Did she?” He stirs half-and-half into his coffee.

“Yup.” She wipes her mouth with a napkin, sets down her fork. “Danner loves riddles. She’s real good at them. Do you want to hear it, Dad?”

“Sure.”

“You’re in a cement room with no windows or doors. Just four walls. There’s a mirror and a table. How do you get out?”

Henry feels himself grow pale. Of course he knows the answer, but he acts as if he’s never heard it. He throws a desperate glance, like a lifeline, to Tess, but she won’t hold his gaze.

So this is how it’s going to be.

“How?” he asks. Some of the coffee sloshes over the edge of his cup and onto the floor. Maybe it’s a different riddle. Something she heard at school.

But no.


“You look in the mirror to see what you saw. You use the saw to cut the table in half. You put the two halves together to make a whole. You crawl through the hole and escape.” Emma’s smiling, pleased with the riddle all over again.

Henry sets his coffee down on the counter and holds on with one hand, steadying himself. “Danner told you that, huh?”

“She told it to Mom. She said it was special, just for her.”

“Lucky Mom,” Henry says, chomping down hard on the inside of his left cheek.

“I have an appointment this morning,” Tess says, seemingly oblivious to Emma’s unexplainable connection to Suz.

Henry only nods, stunned. He wants to grab his wife by the throat and demand a rational explanation for the riddle Danner told them. He wants to say, I told you so. Then he remembers the private investigator.

“What about Bill Lunde?” Henry asks.

“There’s a woman, here for the summer, she bought three paintings and wants to talk with me about doing a piece for her. She’s renting a place out on County Road. She really wants me to come out this morning.”

Henry only stares, still gripping the counter.

“So can you handle Bill on your own? And hang out with Em until I get home?” Tess asks, sounding slightly exasperated.

“Of course,” he tells her in a voice barely above a whisper. “I thought I’d take the day off anyway.”

“I shouldn’t be long,” she says.

He nods, but what he wants to do is get down on his knees and beg her not to go. Not to leave him alone with them.

Because for the first time, when he looks across the kitchen at his daughter diving into her too sweet waffles, he thinks he sees a shadow figure in the chair beside her. A dark girl with no eyes or nose, just a mouth, perfectly round, from which comes a damp, rotten laughter that only he seems to hear.









Chapter 26



“I’M GOING OUT TO the garden,” she tells her dad. Emma’s come downstairs from getting changed and caught him pouring vodka into his orange juice. He gives her a puzzled, nervous look.

“Fine, Em. I’ve got some things to do in here.” He sits down at the breakfast bar with the newspaper open to the sports section. He’s not really reading, she can tell. Just pretending.

Emma saw a Lifetime movie once about a girl who had an alcoholic mother who did awful stuff like make scenes in a department store and show up trashed for her daughter’s graduation. Emma wonders if her dad is an alcoholic. Is it just a matter of time until he shows up drunk for a PTA meeting, giving everyone at school yet another reason to think Emma’s a total freak?

Emma crosses the kitchen, heads out the sliding doors to the patio. She makes her way through the garden, stopping at the pond to say hello to the goldfish. They come up to the surface, mouths open, begging for food in their own fishy way. Kiss, kiss, kiss. Emma blows kisses down to them, imagines she’s the Fish Queen, her skin covered in gold, shimmering scales.


She glances back at the house, sees the shadowy figure of her father through the kitchen window. He’s still hunched over the paper. She waves to him, but he doesn’t notice.

It’s now or never.

She puts down her head, and speed-walks to the barn.

If she doesn’t get the journal now, she might not get another chance. Mel’s coming over after lunch, and fully expects that Emma will have the journal in hand. One way or another, she feels like she always disappoints Mel. It would be nice to do something right for a change.

Last night on the phone, Emma told Mel about her parents finally seeing the words in the trees.

“So what’d your mom and dad say?” Mel asked.

Emma bit her lip. “They kind of wigged out. It was weird. They acted like, like someone wrote Satan, Satan, Satan on the trees or something. Like it scared them.”

There was silence. Emma could hear Mel puffing away on one of her stinky gum-wrapper cigarettes. Mel’s room is in the basement and her parents never check on her. Plus, she burns incense all the time to cover the smell.

“Interesting,” Mel said.

“What do you think it means?” Emma asked.

“I think it means we have to spend more time with that journal.”

“But—”

“But what?” Mel interrupted.

It’s not respectful.

“Just get the damn journal,” Mel said.

“OKAY,” EMMA TELLS HERSELF, her hand resting on the metal handle of the sliding barn door. “You can do this.”

She takes a deep breath, pulls the door open.

The barn is dark and smells like damp cement, wood shavings, and old grease. She looks around and sees that the windows have been covered—her dad’s stapled black plastic to them. Why? To keep the light out? To keep people from looking in?

She thinks about turning on the lights, then decides against it. If she hears her dad coming, she can hide. Jump into the canoe maybe. Or under one of the painting tarps.

She waits a few seconds for her eyes to adjust, pupils expanding after being out in the bright morning light. When she’s able to make out the rough shapes of the canoe, shelves, and drill press, she moves forward, sliding along in her flip-flops as if she’s ice-skating in slow motion, feeling her way. The toolbox is right ahead of her, she can just make out its shape.

Behind her, she hears the cat-sneeze noise, followed by a little chuckle.

“Danner?” Emma calls, turning. She doesn’t see Danner anywhere. She hears a scuffling sound but can’t tell where it’s coming from.

“Why?” Danner asks.

“Why what?”

“That’s the question you’re not asking yourself, Emma. Why did your mom and dad freak when they saw the message in the trees? Why has your dad kept the photos and journal hidden all these years? And why is this guy here?”

“What guy?” Emma asks.

“Shhh,” Danner says, a disembodied voice in the dark. “Turn around.”

Emma turns back toward the toolbox and hears something in front of her, just to the left. The door that leads to her dad’s kitchen is open and there’s her dad, just a dark silhouette, watching her.

The lights come on and here she is, caught, caught, caught! She is such an idiot. Mel’s going to kill her when she hears about this.


But when she looks up from the toolbox, with the lights blazing she sees that the figure who caught her isn’t her father at all. It’s a stranger—a man in tan pants and a button-down shirt, with a crew cut and a funny little sideways grin. She closes her eyes tight, thinking that maybe when she opens them, he’ll be gone. Hoping that her parents are right and this is just her overactive imagination.

But no.

She opens her eyes and sees he’s coming toward her, and Emma spins, takes off so fast that she loses one of her flip-flops. She jerks the barn door open, and runs into the garden, screaming “Daddy!” the whole way.









Chapter 27



AFTER TESS LEFT THIS morning, Henry found the Swedish vodka left over from a long ago Christmas party and made himself a screwdriver. He needed something to soothe his frayed nerves. To help him erase the image of the shadow girl he’d seen. The god-awful gaping mouth. There were teeth inside. Rows of teeth, like a fucking lamprey.

He’s just fixed his second drink and is tossing away the empty orange juice carton when he looks out the window and sees Emma tearing across the yard, screaming for him.

He charges through the kitchen door to the patio, sure he’ll see the shadow girl running behind Emma, chasing her down.

“There’s a man!” she gasps as she falls against him, sweaty and clinging. He can feel her heart pounding against his own chest.

“What? Where?” Henry asks.

“In the barn.”

Sure enough, a stranger is making his way across the yard, strolling briskly. Henry looks at his watch: 9:45. Shit. Bill Lunde.

“It’s okay, Em. He’s a…friend. I’m sorry he scared you.”


Emma lets go of Henry, looks back over her shoulder at the man coming toward them.

“Why don’t you go on up to your room, Em,” Henry says.

She turns back to him. “But, Dad, who—”

“No buts,” Henry says. “Go on up now.” He gives her a gentle push toward the open kitchen door. She shuffles her way in, dragging her one flip-flop across the tile floor.

Only when she’s out of sight does he realize that he didn’t get a chance to ask Emma what she was doing in the barn to begin with.

Maybe her little friend told her to go poking around in there. Danner with the lamprey mouth.

“I thought we said ten o’clock,” Henry says as Bill approaches. “And I don’t think I agreed to any breaking and entering. Or having my home searched.”

Bill Lunde shakes his head. His eyes are a clear blue, his skin bronze. No fedora, no cigarette.

“The door was open, Henry. I thought I heard someone in there, so I called out, then went in. I was early, and I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare your daughter like that. I had no idea she was there. I was looking for you.”

Henry doesn’t buy it, but there’s not much he can do. If he makes a scene, threatens to call the cops, it’ll just make him look like he’s got something to hide. So he puts on his best all-is-forgiven smile and says, “Well, we’ve found each other now. Why don’t you come on in and have a cup of coffee?” What he’s got to do is stick to the plan. Appear friendly and forthcoming. Tell Bill the story he and Tess practiced, then send him on his way.

“Indeed we have,” Bill says.

Henry can’t help but feel intimidated, despite the good-natured, guy-next-door demeanor Bill has. If Bill goes digging in the right places, if he discovers that Suz disappeared that summer and begins to suspect foul play, this smiling man with the clear blue eyes could ruin their lives forever.


The room is quiet, and Henry hears his own heart beating. He’s waiting for the inquisition to begin.

“Tell me,” Bill Lunde says at last, “who is Danner?”

“What?”

“Danner. Your daughter was talking to someone named Danner in the barn.”

Henry sucks air through his teeth, making a little whistling sound.

“Imaginary friend,” he says.

Bill Lunde nods, says, “I see.”

Oh I really doubt that, Henry thinks and somewhere in the back of his brain, he hears Emma’s voice asking, How did you die?

Silence again.

“So is there something I can help you with?” Henry asks, wanting to get this over with.

“Do you know where Valerie is?”

Henry hesitates, bites the inside of his cheek. Does he tell Bill about last night, how Winnie met him down at the lake, dressed as Suz?

Swim with me, Henry.

“Not a clue,” Henry says. “Boston, maybe. She had family in Boston. That’s where she was headed after college.”

“So you haven’t seen her since?” Bill asks, looking into his coffee mug.

“No.”

“And you haven’t seen or heard from Suz?”

“No.”

“And your wife hasn’t either?”

“No.”

“I’m sorry Tess isn’t here now. I’d like to talk with her too.”

“She had a meeting,” Henry says. “With a client. Someone she’s doing a painting for.” Even this comes out sounding like a lie. Henry wipes the back of his hand across his forehead and feels that he’s beginning to sweat. He takes a big gulp of his screwdriver, the vodka and juice burning the holes he’s gnawed inside his cheeks.

“Another time, then,” Bill says, standing.

Henry stands with him. Is it possible that he’s gotten off this easily? This was not the third degree he’d been expecting.

“So you’re heading up to the college today?” Henry says.

“Yes,” Bill tells him. “I’ve got a couple of appointments up there.”

“Great,” Henry says, forcing a smile. He’d been hoping for more—a few little details about who Bill was seeing, what leads he might be following.

“Thanks for your time, Henry,” Bill says, extending his hand for a shake.

“No problem at all,” Henry says, his cheeks aching from all this smiling. Bill’s hand is dry and warm. Henry’s is like a dead fish.

Henry walks Bill to the sliding glass doors that lead to the patio and opens them. Bill steps out, hesitates a moment on the patio, then turns toward Henry.

“So you didn’t know she was back?” Bill asks.

Henry feels his throat constrict. “Who?” he croaks.

Suz. Suz is back.

“Valerie. She’s here. In town.”

“Oh,” Henry says with a relieved little gasp. “No, I didn’t know.”

Bill smiles again, nodding, and Henry is positive that inside that smile, Bill is laughing at him for being such a piss-poor liar.









Chapter 28



“DO YOU MIND IF I smoke?”

Tess shakes her head. Watches Claire reach into a large embossed leather bag, retrieve a silver cigarette case and take one out. Inside the lid of the case is a tiny mirror.

Look in the mirror to see what you saw.

Clever riddle. One Tess hasn’t heard in ages. She wonders where Em heard it, figures Henry must have told it to her one night when he was drunk. Told her and forgot, which is why he looked so freaked out hearing it again.

But what if he didn’t tell her?

Tess shakes her head. He must have.

Claire lights her cigarette with a book of matches on the coffee table, inhales, then stares at Tess through the screen of smoke.

They are sitting in the living room of Claire’s rented house. The floors are hardwood, polished to a shine. Everything else is white. The walls, the furniture. Even the tiny cups Claire has served the espresso in. The lack of color puts Tess on edge. It’s like stepping into a blank canvas. Anything can happen next.


Outside the window, a hummingbird flits by, the shimmering ruby of its throat a surprising splash of color.

Just as Tess is about to point the bird out to Claire, it’s gone.

“I’m sorry,” Claire says, reaching back into her bag for the case and holding it out to Tess. “Would you like a cigarette?”

“I…” Don’t smoke. Haven’t since college. “I’d love one.”

Anything can happen.

Claire lights it for her. She has the most amazing hands. All muscles and tendons. The hands of a sculptor. Tess would like to sketch those hands. She imagines the studies she’d do: page after page of Claire’s hands shown from every possible angle—holding a cigarette, grinding coffee, cracking an egg. An egg in Claire’s hand would be one of the most exquisite things Tess can imagine seeing.

Odd. This is something the old Tess, the Tess in Suz’s notebook, might have thought once. The Tess who walked around, eyes wide in wonder at every little detail; the Tess who expected miracles in everyday life and found them simply because she knew they’d be there.

The cigarette is surprisingly sweet, like candied violets. Though she only had candied violets once, on a wedding cake. Not her wedding cake. Someone else’s. She and Henry didn’t have a cake, sharing a pint of ice cream instead as they stood, waiting to catch the train to Montreal for their weekend honeymoon. Mint chocolate chip, it was. Funny how romantic it seemed at the time—Henry still in the suit he’d borrowed from his father, feeding her ice cream from a plastic spoon, laughing when he got some on her nose, then leaning down to kiss the spot of ice cream away.

Tess tells herself she won’t inhale, but she takes the smoke into her lungs and finds the sensation intoxicating. Oh God. How could she have given this up for so many years?

“Tell me about yourself,” Claire says.

Tess laughs, letting the smoke seep out of her chest, which now feels cleaned out and hollow. Empty. “Not much to tell,” she says. She relaxes into the couch.

Anything can happen.

“Oh, I doubt that,” Claire says. “I really do.”

Claire’s accent troubles Tess. It sounds vaguely European, but Tess can’t quite place it. Claire has short coal black hair, bright green eyes, and alarmingly high cheekbones. She wears light makeup and smells like cardamom. She obviously works out, she’s lean and muscled. Probably close to Tess in age.

Tess wishes she’d chosen something more elegant than the linen pants and black T-shirt she’s wearing.

“What about you?” Tess says, turning the question around. “Where are you from?”

Claire smiles. “Here and there. I owned a gallery in Santa Fe but sold it last year. Now I’m in New York. Before all that, Prague.”

“Prague,” Tess echoes, thinking about how once, she and Henry were going to hike through Europe, see all those ancient cities. Other than the occasional weekend trip to Montreal, Tess has never been out of the country.

Tess studies the cigarette in her hand. There’s a small brown picture of a tree inside a diamond near the filter. Obviously not American. If she had traveled through Europe, she might have smoked a cigarette like this. Might be able to show off now, calling it by name.

“Let me tell you why I asked you here,” Claire says. “As I said on the phone, I’m very drawn to your work.”

Tess smiles. Can’t imagine what on earth her generic little paintings of flower gardens and watering cans could possibly offer this woman.

Her eyes wander back to Claire’s hands. They’re almost masculine, which seems incongruent with everything else about Claire.


A robin’s egg would be particularly stunning in Claire’s hand. Delicate and blue.

She finds herself wanting to touch Claire’s hands, to run her fingers over the knobby knuckles and corded tendons. They remind Tess of a cat’s paws; she thinks of the way a cat’s paws stretch, knead at the air, claws extended.

How odd. To want to touch another woman’s hands. It’s something young, college Tess might have considered. But not this Tess—the practical mother who keeps the checkbook balanced, fills the pantry with jars of homemade strawberry jam, makes sure Emma has an umbrella when it’s going to rain.

“But I feel there’s something missing,” Claire continues.

“Hmm?” Tess has gotten lost, forgotten the arc of the conversation.

“I look at your paintings, and feel something’s missing.” Her green eyes look right into Tess’s.

“Missing?” Tess bites her lip. A remark like this would usually cause her to feel defensive, but somehow, coming from Claire right now, what it makes her feel is caught.

Claire nods, takes a sip of espresso. “I sense something just under the surface. Something untouched. This is what I want you to explore in the piece you will create for me.”

“I’m sorry?” Tess murmurs.

Had she already agreed to do the piece? And what exactly was it this woman wanted?

Tess sits forward on the couch, ready to make polite excuses followed by a quick exit.

“Passion,” Claire says, leaning forward to put her hand on Tess’s arm, sending such a surprising jolt of electricity through Tess that Tess lets out a little gasp.

Claire smiles, keeps her hand where it is. Says, “That’s what’s missing.”









Chapter 29



DRIFTING IN AND OUT. Clouds in the sky. Clouds in his head, on the back of his eyelids. Pretty pictures. Fluffy bunnies. A jack-o’-lantern. A moose. (Oh god, not a moose.)

Once upon a time, Henry, Tess, and Emma lay tucked inside a brightly colored hammock strung between two trees, watching the clouds, cocooning. The world felt so safe then. So perfect. They’d get up soon and build a campfire. Make some s’mores. Tell bad jokes.

Knock knock.

Who’s there?

Boo.

Boo who?

Why are you crying?

Henry hears a splash, opens his eyes. The world spins. He’s not in a hammock at all, but on a reclining plastic lounge chair beside the pool, a plastic tumbler of warm vodka in his hand. Emma has just done a cannonball. Henry watches his daughter surface, but he is unable to do the same. His eyes close. He’s under the clouds. Under his own pool of water.


“Hey, Dad! Watch! I’m a frog!”

That’s nice, sweetie. So nice. Nice to be a frog. Ribbet ribbet. Hop hop.

Henry thinks of the frogs in the aquarium. Bloated. Forgotten. And then he’s gone. It’s like someone’s flipped a switch in his brain. The you’ve been drinking since seven in the morning and got almost no sleep last night switch. He’s with the frogs. And they’re splashing. Croaking. Trying to escape. His daughter the frog. His daughter. The frog. Croaking. Splashing. So much frantic splashing.

Henry can’t open his eyes.

“She’ll drown in that pool,” Henry is saying to Tess somewhere in the back of his brain, in the land of the past. The voice of doom and gloom. The little black rain cloud. “You should have let me fill it in. We could have a tennis court. Green clay.”

Henry rises to the surface, forces his eyes open. Emma is upside down in the pool. Henry only sees legs. Legs. Thin little legs scissoring in the air. Coming out of the rubber inner tube. Kicking. Head underwater, she’s caught, struggling to right herself.

Oh God! Henry rolls off the lounge chair, tips the whole thing over. He gets to his feet, lurches forward. His baby is drowning, there, right before his eyes, like he always knew she would. Like he’s seen in his dreams a thousand times.

I told you so, he hears himself say to Tess.

The legs are kicking furiously. Henry runs toward the pool. Trips on the white wooden deck chair he usually perches in at the water’s edge. Tess calls it his lifeguard chair.

He goes down. Crash. Like a tree. The tree in the yard that became the canoe. One hundred and twelve rings. The ridiculous boat that will never see water.

His head hits the concrete and splits open. There go my brains, he thinks. There goes my life.

What if time is not a linear thing?


What if you can go back?

Put the two halves together to make a whole. Crawl through the hole.

Boo who?

Why are you crying?

Splash. Stroke. Stroke. Someone has jumped into the water with Emma. Splashing. Struggling. Emma coughs, gags, cries. Henry lifts his head—his bloated, two-ton head—blood seeping from the gash above his eyebrow and into his eyes.

Suz is carrying Em out of the pool. Only it’s not Suz. It’s himself in a blond wig. The wig falls off and he sees shaggy dark hair. White T-shirt.

He’s sure he sees himself—his young, brave, college self—pulling his daughter from the pool. The Henry he was meant to be.

The figure comes closer, holding Emma in his arms. Henry closes his eyes, afraid to look up into his own face, sure that if he does, this Henry—the weak, pathetic, drunken Henry—will just disintegrate into a pile of useless atoms.

Emma is gasping, crying so hard and loud, calling, “Daddy, Daddy, Daddy!”

Henry holds his breath, counts to three, and opens his eyes.

“Hello, Henry,” says the man, who Henry can see is not a man at all but a woman. A woman with the strongest, most beautiful arms Henry has ever seen. But then, looking carefully, Henry sees the pale cross-hatching in the skin, a pattern of scars covering her arms like sleeves.

“Winnie?” Henry gasps, finally looking up from the arms to the woman’s face.

“Looks like you might need some stitches,” Winnie says.

Henry lets all his breath out and everything fades to black.









Chapter 30



PASSION?

Fuck.

Tess puts on her sunglasses, pulls the shift lever toward her so that the car is in reverse, begins to back away from the salt-box covered in weathered gray shingles. Claire is standing on the porch, waving with the hand that holds a lit cigarette.

Tess sees the hummingbird return for a moment, zigzagging through the air above Claire. Claire looks up, smiles slyly, and points to the bird.

Tess nods, smiles back. Eases her car down the driveway in reverse, tires crunching gravel.

Claire asked her to think over the offer and call in the next couple of days. She mentioned that Tess would be “well compensated” for whatever work she produced.

“Even if you decline, it would be nice to see you again. Maybe we could have lunch,” Claire said. Tess promised she’d call.

Tess’s hands are shaking as she grips the Volvo’s wheel tighter. Nicotine, she tells herself, but that’s not it.

It’s that Claire is right. This woman who hardly knows her saw through the crappy peonies stuffed in rusted watering cans; saw through to the carnivorous, dripping flowers with faces like gods who swallow men whole.

Tess’s skin is still buzzing from Claire’s touch.

It reminds her of…of what? Some long-forgotten feeling.

She’s too pumped up to go home just yet; she knows that whatever magic happened just then at Claire’s will be gone when she sees Henry and Emma. When she steps back into her regular peony-in-a-watering-can life. Up ahead, she spots a field of lupines and pulls over. Ordinarily, she’d pick some to take home for a painting. She sees herself doing this, like watching an actress in a movie. The artist in black T-shirt and crisp linen pants doing what she does best—getting a bucket and some water from the trunk and filling it, then racing home to arrange the found flowers, get an image down on canvas while their life force is strongest, before they begin to fade.

NO! she wants to scream at this image of her ghost self already out of the car, going through the motions of normal life. It’s all wrong. Stop.

It’s like those horror movies where the girl does something stupid—steps into the shower, opens the front door, goes down to the basement—and the whole audience is screaming NO!, feeling doom in the pit of their popcorn-full stomachs.

Stop.

“Passion,” she whispers to herself, still gripping the steering wheel. “Shit.”

IT WAS SUZ WHO finally got Tess and Henry together, at the beginning of senior year.

“It’s obvious you’re totally in love with him,” Suz said to Tess.

“I don’t think it’s obvious to him,” Tess said, picking at the lint on her sweater.

They were getting stoned in the tube that connected the painting and sculpture buildings. It was one in the morning and Duane, the security guard, had already made his rounds on that side of campus. When you were in the Habitrail tube at night, you felt as if you were right up in the stars. Tess sometimes imagined that the two buildings and tube that connected them was a space station orbiting around the earth. The hardest part was always coming back down.

“So tell him,” Suz said, exhaling smoke as she spoke.

“I can’t,” Tess told her. She’d tried a thousand times, dropped hints whenever she could. By now she figured it was pretty much a lost cause. And besides, if she actually came right out and told him and he didn’t feel the same way (which she was pretty sure was the case), then that would probably screw up their friendship, which was the last thing she wanted.

“Life is too short for can’ts, babycakes,” Suz said. She handed the joint to Tess and stood up. “Stay here,” she said, heading toward the sculpture building, where Henry was working.

“What are you doing?” Tess asked, terrified by what Suz might do. “You’re not going to say anything to him, are you?”

“Don’t worry. Just stay here.”

Tess waited for what seemed like forever.

She lay on her back and looked up at the stars, imagined she was out there, spinning through the universe, untethered.

Just when she was about to give up and head back to the painting building, Henry arrived in the tube.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hey,” Tess answered back. He sat down beside her, picking at a hole in his jeans. They were quiet a minute. Tess’s heart felt as if it had dropped into her stomach. What had Suz said to Henry? What should she say now?

Life is too short for can’ts.

“Remember the dream you told me,” Tess finally said, “when we first met? About being a cow in a field?”


Henry smiled. “Yeah. I think about it a lot. It’s kind of an existential conundrum. I mean, how do we know we’re really who we think we are? I think I’m here sitting beside you, but what if I’m really a cow in a field, or a guy in a coma?”

“So all of life might be a dream,” Tess said, the words trailing off as she looked out at the stars.

“Right,” Henry said. “And how are we supposed to live our lives knowing that’s a distinct possibility? It adds this whole other layer to things, don’t you think?”

Tess smiled. “I think we just have to make sure we have the best dream we possibly can,” she said.

And that’s when he kissed her.

Later, when she asked him what Suz had said to him, he shook his head.

“Nothing,” he told her, his eyes focused on the spot just over her shoulder—the look that she would, over the years, learn that meant he was lying. “She just said you were out there waiting for me.”









Chapter 31



HENRY DOES NOT NEED stitches. Winnie was able to revive him by pressing her knuckles firmly into his sternum and rubbing; grinding her bones into his cartilage so hard that when he woke he felt like she was kneading his heart as if it were a piece of soft dough. Winnie stopped the bleeding above his eye and put on a butterfly bandage from the first-aid kit in the bathroom. Then she made a pot of coffee, and some hot chocolate for Emma.

“Danner would like some too,” Emma says.

“Danner?” Winnie says.

“Invisible friend,” Henry explains.

“She’s not invisible. I can see her just fine, Dad.”

Emma’s sitting on a stool at the counter, her bare feet resting on the bottom rung. She looks to her left, at the stool beside her, where apparently Danner is waiting patiently for her own cup of cocoa.

Winnie smiles, gets down an extra cup and passes it to Emma, and says, “I gave her extra whipped cream,” with a wink.

She looks right into Emma’s eyes, and says in a low, conspiratorial voice, “You know, I used to have a friend no one else understood.”


“Really?” Emmas asks. She’s perched at the edge of her stool, leaning ever-so-slightly toward Winnie.

Winnie nods.

“Could other people see her?” Emma asks.

Winnie shakes her head. “Not really. Not the way I saw her.”

Henry sits propped up in a kitchen chair and watches Winnie move through the kitchen as if he’s peeking into some other dimension: some place and time where he married someone else. Maybe in this version of his life things worked out. Maybe their love for each other is somehow enough for both of them. Maybe she’s not going to kick him out to live in the barn or hand him a newspaper with apartment listings circled in red pen.

Winnie has changed out of her wet things into a pair of sweat-pants and T-shirt that belong to Tess. She’s a good deal taller than Tess and has rolled the already short pants up into capris. Her own clothes and the drenched wig are draped over the shower curtain rod in the downstairs bathroom.

“Drink this,” says Winnie, placing a cup of hot black coffee in front of him. “I’m going to make some sandwiches.”

Tomato. Lettuce. Smoked turkey. Swiss cheese. Rye bread. Stone-ground mustard. Winnie seems to know where everything in the kitchen is. Some part of Henry’s brain knows that this should puzzle him, worry him even, but instead, he’s comforted. He smiles drunkenly at Winnie.

“You saved my daughter’s life,” he says.

Emma sets down her cocoa, looks from her father to Winnie, then back to the invisible girl beside her. Is it Henry’s imagination or does Emma seem frightened when she glances at the blank space where Danner is supposed to be?

“Drink your coffee,” says Winnie, slicing into a tomato, juice and seeds spilling out onto the cutting board. He watches her lick her fingers. Thinks that if they were married, this is one of those familiar gestures he would love, something he’d look forward to at the end of the day—Winnie, his Winnie, licking her fingers after slicing a tomato.

“Are you sure he doesn’t have a concussion or something?” Emma asks. “He looks a little dopey.”

Winnie glances up, still holding the knife. “Doesn’t your father always look a little dopey? He did when I knew him.”

Emma laughs.

“Seriously,” Winnie says. “He’s fine. A little food and some coffee and he’ll be good as new.”

When she’s finished with the sandwiches, she hands Emma a plate and asks if she and Danner could go watch TV in the living room for a while. “Your dad and I have to talk.” Emma nods and leaves them alone. Sometimes Emma seems like a grown-up in a girl’s body. Intuitive and wise beyond her years. Such a serious kid, always counting, straightening, bringing things to order. He remembers the day the old tree fell in the yard, how frightened Emma had looked; how she’d said, Maybe it’s a sign. She’s a girl who believes in signs, who understands when the universe is sending you a warning.

“She would have drowned,” says Henry, his eyes filling with tears. He’s pathetic. He knows that. The most unworthy man on earth. The worst father. The most faithless husband. Maybe Tess was right. Maybe they’d all be better off if he found someplace else to live. But the thought of leaving his home, his family, splits him open. He’s sure it would kill him.

“You don’t know that,” says Winnie.

Winnie begins stroking Henry’s hair. Comforting him as if he were a little boy. Henry lets himself rest against her and stares at Winnie’s arms. The beautiful patterns of scars that stop right at the wrist. Crisscrossing, like row after row of diamonds. Or fish scales. Maybe she’s a mermaid, this wife in another dimension. Maybe she’ll take him to live underwater.

Under. Water.

Down, down, down. Stones in her clothes.


He gets a cold chill, pulls away from Winnie.

“What were you even doing here?” asks Henry with the sudden realization of a drunk person.

“I came to see you. To apologize for that ridiculous stunt last night, and try to explain. See, a couple of weeks ago, I got this postcard—”

“But I didn’t hear you. You didn’t come in a car.”

He feels cagey, sly.

“I parked by the road. I walked in through the woods. Through Tess’s sculpture garden.”

“Did you see the grotto?” Henry asks. He’s slurring his words and grotto sounds like rotten.

“Yes, I saw it.”

“Pretty unsettling, huh?” Henry asks.

“It’s a beautiful tribute,” Winnie tells him.

“You want to know a secret?” Henry asks, leaning toward her. He’s still just drunk enough to be able to share secrets. To say anything.

“What is it?”

“Sometimes,” he begins with a whisper, “I think Suz is here. I think she’s found a way back.”

Put the two halves together and make a whole. Crawl through the hole and escape.

“Lately,” Henry continues, “I find myself wondering if she’s behind everything that happens to us.”

Winnie smiles. “Sometimes,” she says, gently fingering the butterfly bandage over Henry’s left eye, “I think so too.”

They look at each other a moment. Henry remembers what he thought when he watched Winnie pull Emma out of the pool—that she was him somehow. He thinks, as he looks into Winnie’s eyes, that Winnie can see everything that’s happened to him in the past ten years: how one disappointment begot another; how he’s never managed to make it to the happily-ever-after he was so determined to find for him and Tess. And Henry is sure that it’s the same for Winnie. He sees the same emptiness in Winnie’s eyes, and when Henry speaks, he says, “We deserve more than what we’ve had.”

“Maybe,” Winnie says, then she leans in and kisses Henry on his forehead, just above the butterfly bandage.

“Winnie,” he whispers, the name itself a sort of life raft he’s clinging to. But Winnie’s not even her real name, is it? When he first met her, she was a girl with some other name who wrote poems thick with grief—suicide letter poems, lost-soul-at-the-end-of-her-rope poems. A twitchy, nervous girl who wouldn’t look you in the eye. What was her name before? It was the name Bill Lunde had just called her by this morning, but the funny thing is, Henry can’t think of it now.

All he remembers, all that matters, is that Suz turned her into someone else. She gave Winnie a gun, a haircut, and a new name. Henry wants to ask Winnie whatever became of that old Winchester rifle, but then, his drunk mind circles around again.

“Did you say something about a postcard?”

Winnie nods. “I got it a couple of weeks ago. From Vermont. There was a picture of a moose on the front. And on the back it said, ‘Dismantlement Equals Freedom. To understand the nature of a thing, you have to take it apart.’”

“Just like Spencer’s,” Henry says.

Winnie nods. “I know. My stepmother told me. She also said his father hired a detective. Anyway, when I got the postcard, I decided to come back and take a look around. It’s a good thing I did too. I went to the cabin, and everything was the same, Henry. Just like we left it. It was a little eerie. Like entering the Land Where Time Stood Still. Twilight Zone shit. I’ve been staying there. Cleaning up.”

Henry nods. “He’s here, you know. The private detective. Have you seen him?”


Winnie shakes her head.

“He must have talked to your family or something, because he knew you were back. He came here today. When he left he was heading up to the college. It won’t take him long to find out about the cabin if he doesn’t already know.”

“It’s okay,” Winnie says. “The place is clean. There’s nothing for him to find but me.”

“Which I think he’ll find pretty interesting. Especially if you keep running around dressed like Suz,” Henry can’t help but add. “You didn’t really expect to fool me again coming here dressed like that, did you?”

Winnie bristles. “God, no…that’s not it. It’s just that I was scared to come here. I didn’t know if I’d have the guts to actually face you. Dressing up like Suz, it gives me strength. Makes me feel like I can do things I could never do as myself. And when I’m wearing her old clothes, I feel so close to her, Henry. Like she’s right there with me again; like I’m whole again. I feel like these last ten years I’ve been half-alive, sleepwalking through life. When I first put on her clothes, I woke up. Does that make sense?”

Henry doesn’t think it makes any sense at all, but doesn’t say so. Maybe it makes as much sense as believing his daughter’s invisible playmate may be a vengeful spirit.

“So where the hell did the postcards come from?” he asks.

Winnie shrugs. “Did you and Tess get postcards?”

“No.”

She nods as if it’s the answer she was expecting, then looks down into her coffee cup. “Don’t you think that’s odd?”

He doesn’t like the way she’s looking at him now. Suspicious.

“What, you think I sent them? Why the hell would I do that? Why would I want to risk my entire life like that?”

“I didn’t say it was you.”

“Who then? Tess? You think Tess did this?”

Winnie raises her eyebrows a fraction of an inch.


“Jesus!” Henry snorts hot, black coffee. Starts to laugh. “That’s crazy, Winnie.”

“The postcards were mailed from Vermont, Henry. You and Tess didn’t get them. No one else—no one who’s alive anyway—would be able to quote the manifesto like that. And there’s the grotto…”

“The grotto?”

“When did she build it?”

He shrugs his shoulders. “She started a couple of weeks ago, I guess.”

Winnie nods. “Around the same time the postcards were sent.”

“Coincidence,” Henry says.

Winnie blows air through clenched teeth. “Suz taught you better than that, Henry.”

No. This is all wrong.

“Suz said we needed to take everything apart,” Henry argues. “That the universe was created in chaos.”

Winnie nods. “And in all that chaos there are patterns. There’s no such thing as coincidence.”

Henry lets this seep into his vodka-muddled brain. Is Winnie right? Is that the truth they were all trying so hard to prove by taking everything apart? That they could tear it all down, murder someone even, but like it or not, there were connections and patterns that couldn’t be broken. Not by time or even death. Things all the wine and vodka in the world couldn’t drive away.

Henry touches the Magic 8 Ball key chain in his pocket—just further evidence that Winnie’s right.









Chapter 32



THERE WAS A FACE down there at the bottom of the pool. A face smiling up at her as she floated, trapped, upside down in the inner tube. It was Danner. Only different. A frightening sort of Danner with pale, wrinkled skin.

This is how dolphins die, thought Emma. Caught in fishing nets and pieces of plastic. That’s why they cut apart the plastic circles six packs of soda came in. So animals wouldn’t get trapped. She struggled to right herself, but her hips were wedged and she couldn’t get leverage. She looked down at the face.

I have a secret, Danner whispered. Her blond hair was spread out around her face and glowed like a halo. Maybe she was an angel. Or a mermaid. Yes. A mermaid. There were green weeds in her hair. Pond scum. Duckweed. She’d been down there a long time. But this was a pool. Not a pond.

Come closer, she whispered, beckoning with her hands, the skin white, wrinkled and loose, coming off like gloves.

Emma couldn’t move. She opened her mouth to scream, but only bubbles came out.

Everything you have is mine, the terrifying mermaid Danner said.


And just then, someone dove into the deep end of the pool and swam underwater to Emma, righting her at last.

“EARTH TO SUPER FREAK, come in!”

Emma opens her eyes, sees that Mel is standing in the doorway of her bedroom.

“Oh, hi,” Emma says.

“God! You are such a space cadet! I’m gonna ask you one more time—who’s the chick down there with your father?” Mel asks as she steps into Emma’s room, closing the door behind her.

“Winnie.”

“No shit? Compassionate Dismantler Winnie? The one we sent the postcard to?”

“She saved my life,” Emma says.

“What? Were you guys in a car wreck or something? Your dad’s face looks all messed up.”

“I was stuck in the inner tube in the pool. Upside down. My dad fell down and cracked his head open trying to get to me. Then Winnie showed up.”

“Showed up?”

“It was weird. Just when I couldn’t hold my breath another second, there she was. She saved my life. It was kind of a miracle. There’s something cool about her.”

Mel furrows her brow. “Miracle, schmiracle. It was me who saved your life,” she says.

“What do you mean?”

“I’m the one who had the idea to send the postcards, right? And if I hadn’t, she wouldn’t have just shown up out of the blue. So it’s me you should be thanking.”

Mel is over at Emma’s bookcase, running her dirty fingers over the spines. She pulls out a book, flips through it, then shoves it back in totally the wrong place.

“You looking for something to read?” Emma asks. She immediately hates that she’s even suggested this. Mel’s only borrowed one book from Emma—The Complete Guide to Pet Hamsters. She brought it back with the cover torn and writing in the margins, not even in pencil but in green ink.

The kids at school call Mel Captain Smellville. They laugh at her baggy army fatigue pants and give her a special salute while holding their noses. Mel always acts as if she doesn’t even see them. She just pulls out the little notebook she carries around in her back pocket and starts scribbling fast in one of her secret codes, as if she’s writing them a ticket or something. She writes faster and faster, stopping now and then to lick her finger and rub at one of the words to try and erase it. She ends up with inky fingers and paper covered in illegible smudges, worn through in places. When she fills a page, she tears it off and folds it into a tiny triangle, then stuffs it into her front pocket. She says they all go into her files, but Emma’s never seen any files.

“Where is it?” Mel asks.

“What?” Emma asks.

“Suz’s journal. You got it, right?”

Emma bites her lip, looks at the book Mel shelved in the wrong place. The Borrowers by Mary Norton. It’s now jammed in the Cs—next to Alice in Wonderland. Also, she’s put it in upside down. It’s all wrong and it’s messed the whole shelf up. Maybe even the whole room. Emma feels a funny weight in her chest and it’s almost like it’s tied with an invisible wire to that out-of-place book. Like the book is tugging her toward it, pulling in this painful way that will only be relieved if she can just put The Borrowers back where it belongs.

Fastidious.

“Don’t tell me you wimped out,” Mel says.

“What? No, I was interrupted,” Emma explains. “There was a man there. In the barn.” She’s leaning forward now. If she stretches out her left hand, she could reach the book. Put things back together the way they belong. She drums her fingers on her knee, counts to nine in her head.

Mel rolls her eyes. “Right. Sure there was. A friend of Danner’s, right? Give me a break, Em.” Mel stands up, heads to the door.

“Where are you going?” Emma asks, making herself take her eye off the bookcase to look at Mel.

“Home. Call me when you’ve got the journal.”

“But—”

“But nothing, Em. Either you’re going to take this seriously or not. Just get the freaking book. No more excuses.”

Emma watches Mel head down the hall. She thinks of going after her, begging her to stay, saying she’ll sneak over and get the journal right now. But instead, she goes right for the bookshelves, pulls out The Borrowers, gives it a quick wipe down with the bottom of her T-shirt, then puts it back in its place with the other Ns. The weight in her chest lifts a little, she lets herself breathe. The world, at least this little piece of it, has been restored to order. She locks the door to her room, counts the number of books on each shelf (twenty-seven), and decides that she’ll call Mel later to apologize and swear up and down that she’ll get the journal tomorrow. She’ll prove her commitment to Operation Reunite, and to Mel.

“Nine,” she says, closing her eyes. “Eighteen. Twenty-seven.” The numbers are swimming behind her eyelids. But they’re not the only thing. There’s a face there too.

She feels the pressure in her chest, all around it. She’s back in the tire again, upside down, with her hips wedged, lungs screaming for air.

Everything you have is mine.









Chapter 33



“IT LOOKS WORSE THAN it is,” Henry promises.

Tess has come into the kitchen and found Henry and Emma playing rummy at the table. Emma, as usual, is keeping score very methodically, in neat rows of carefully printed numbers.

Tess has missed Winnie by only about fifteen minutes.

“What on earth happened?” Tess asks, touching Henry’s bandaged head gently, tenderly. She looks as though she’s about to lean down and kiss it better. He shuts his eyes, waiting. Wishing.

“I almost drowned,” Emma tells Tess. Henry opens his eyes and sees his daughter grinning from ear to ear.

“What?” Tess asks. She jerks her hand away from his head, draws back, the compassion in her eyes now clouded by fury. Henry looks away, reaches into his pocket for the bottle of aspirin.

“I was a frog and I tried to jump through a hole but I got stuck. Stuck like dolphins get stuck.”

Put the two halves together to make a whole, Henry thinks. He smiles. Can’t help himself. He dumps three aspirin into his palm, tosses them into his mouth.

“Do you mind telling me what is so goddamned funny?” Tess asks him. “Come here, baby,” she says to Emma, pulling Emma to her. “You okay?”

“Fine, Mom. The lady saved me.”

“What lady?”

“The lady from the picture,” Emma says.

Henry watches Tess hold her breath. It’s almost painful. Poor Tess. Maybe she believes in ghosts after all.

“Winnie,” Henry whispers.

“Where the fuck were you?” Tess asks.

Emma flinches at Tess’s curse. She looks down at the rummy scores and starts adding and subtracting, then just penciling in a new column of numbers. Her lips move as she writes them. Nine. Eighteen. Twenty-seven.

“I fell down,” Henry explains. “Emma flipped over in the inner tube. I was running to the pool and tripped over a chair.” As if he can put some of the blame on the chair. The blame that rests, he knows, entirely on himself for getting too drunk to walk. Too drunk to watch their child. “I cracked my skull and I guess I blacked out for a second. Then Winnie appeared. She jumped in and pulled Em out.”

He leaves out the part about how Winnie was dressed as Suz. Just like she was last night when he met her at the lake. There are details Tess is better off not knowing.

“It was a miracle,” Emma says, looking up from her rows of numbers.

“But where did she come from?” Tess asks. Her voice sounds high and desperate. As if Winnie were the ghost.

“I don’t know. The road. She said she parked by the road and walked through the woods. She wanted to surprise us,” Henry says.

“Did she stay?”

“Only for a little while.”

“What did she want?”


What was wrong with Tess? Her every question was an accusation. Winnie appears from nowhere, saves their daughter’s life, and all Tess can think of to say is What did she want?

Henry bites the inside of his cheek.

“To visit, Tess. To see how we were.”

Tess nods. Turns to Emma. “Sweetie, can you go up to your room for a few minutes? I want to talk to your dad alone.”

“Are you going to yell?” Emma asks, looking up from her neat rows of numbers, gripping the pencil so hard her fingers turn white.

“No,” Tess says, leaning down to tuck a strand of Emma’s hair behind her ear. “Of course not.”

Emma nods and leaves the kitchen, mumbling something to herself. Counting, Henry realizes. She’s counting her steps. Maybe she’s making a treasure map: ten paces to your right, five straight ahead, X marks the spot.

“You were drunk, weren’t you?” Tess hisses once they’re alone.

Henry starts to answer, but she cuts him off.

“I can smell it on you, Henry. Stale liquor oozing from your pores. It’s inexcusable.”

Henry stares down at his feet like a reprimanded little boy. He knows she’s right.

“No more drinking. Not a drop. I catch you so much as having a glass of wine with dinner and you’re out of here that minute. Do you understand? Next time, there won’t be anyone lurking in the woods like a fucking stalker.”

Henry nods, his eyes still on the floor.

“And I’m serious about you finding another place to live,” she tells him. “I want you to start calling about some of those apartments tomorrow.”

He nods again, knowing he’s in no position to argue right now. But he’ll be damned if he’s moving out. This is his home. This has always been his home. Emma sleeps in the room that was once his, hung with model planes and Red Sox pennants. There is a handprint on the wall of the basement stairway, right next to the emergency switch for the furnace, that he made when he was ten, when his dad was painting shelves and Henry touched them when they were still wet.

“What I still don’t understand is what Winnie was even doing here. Why would she come back now, after all this time?” Tess asks.

Henry looks up, relieved that the spotlight of accusation is off of him for the time being.

“She got a postcard. Just like Spencer. She’s staying at the cabin. Cleaning it up. Getting rid of anything incriminating, which is a good thing. Bill Lunde isn’t a stupid man, Tess. He knows a lot already. It’s only a matter of time until he finds his way to the cabin.”

Tess walks over to the coffeepot and pours herself a cup. It’s the coffee Winnie made. Black as tar and strong. Tess takes a sip and scowls.

“I thought you’d taken care of things at the cabin,” she says.

“I hadn’t gotten around to it yet.”

“So you haven’t been out there at all?” she asks.

Henry shakes his head. Watches Tess swirl the thick, brackish coffee around in her mug.

“Why,” Henry asks Tess, “do you think Winnie and Spencer got postcards when we didn’t? I’d think of all the Dismantlers, we’d be the easiest to find. We’re the ones who never really went away.”

Tess shrugs her shoulders, turns so that her back is to him and dumps the coffee from her mug into the sink.

“I’m going to my studio,” she says, her back still to him.

And for the first time, Henry starts to wonder if maybe there’s something to Winnie’s crazy theory about Tess, the postcards, and the grotto. If maybe there are things about his wife he does not know.









Chapter 34



WINNIE’S NEARLY TO THE cabin when she realizes she left the Suz outfit and wig behind, drying in Henry’s bathroom. Shit. Here she is, stuck in Tess’s too-small clothes, imagining what it might be like to be Tess, trapped inside a too-small life.

Hadn’t she been trapped once, too?

And then Suz showed her the way out.

“I’M SICK TO FUCKING death of you hiding behind your hair,” Suz said, and in just two snips of the scissors, the long bangs Val had since she was ten were gone. She felt her body stiffen reflexively. It was as if someone had severed a limb.

“Relax, already,” Suz said, placing her hands firmly on Val’s shoulders, like she was afraid Val might stand up and run off. “Trust me.”

They were in Suz’s dorm room. The walls were covered with sketches, paintings, and photographs. Clothes, books, and art supplies lay in scattered piles on the floor. The desk was covered in clumps of melted candle wax. It was two months before graduation and she and Suz had just started sleeping together. Val had broken up with Spencer, and he hadn’t taken it well. She’d spent an entire night held captive in his dorm room. He stood blocking the door, promising to let her go if she could give him just one valid reason why she’d chose Suz over him.

“I love her,” Val had told him and he’d laughed, said only, “You’ve gotta be kidding.” He didn’t move from the door. Over the next eight hours, he tried reasoning with her, begging her, and even threatened to end his own life if she left him.

“I’m sorry,” she told him over and over. She wept, but would not change her mind.

At five in the morning, Spencer stepped aside and let her pass through the door.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered one final time.

He said nothing, and stared at the floor.

VAL HAD DECIDED TO let Suz cut her hair not just at Suz’s insistence, but because she knew how much it would piss Spencer off—he always said her hair was her best feature and made up for her skinny ass and flat chest.

Suz went to work around her ears, then moved to the back of the head. Val held her breath and closed her eyes. It will grow back, she told herself. Her chest clenched and her breathing was fast and shallow. The scissors were moving quickly, singing almost. Val opened her eyes to see her hair fall in great clumps to the floor.

“Who’s behind all this raggedy-ass hair?” Suz asked, her voice lilting, teasing.

Who indeed? If Suz saw, would she stay? She’d already seen the scars. She knew about the cutting and hadn’t been scared away. She’d listened to Val’s poems, even the ones Val had never shown another living soul. Maybe, just maybe, Val had finally found another human being who might understand her, who might love her for who she truly was, not what she pretended so hard to be.

Val bit her tongue, not sure if Suz was waiting for an answer. Sometimes, with Suz, you couldn’t tell what was an actual question and what was just a springboard for one of her monologues. And you didn’t want to make the mistake of jumping in and interrupting her before she was ready.

“And while we’re at it, babycakes—what’s up with the hippie clothes?” Suz stopped cutting, plucked at Val’s baggy peasant blouse. The bells on the neckstrings jingled. “You wear them because that’s what half the people at Sexton wear, right? You want to fit in, to blend, so no one will notice you. Just another long-haired girl in Birkenstocks, right?” Val didn’t respond.

“Am I right?” Suz repeated.

Val shrugged.

“Is that who you are, Val? Are you just a mousy little hippie girl? Thinking her limp organic broccoli thoughts?”

Val held her breath.

“Or are you something more?”

Val looked down at the clumps of hair scattered across the gray linoleum floor.

Suz went back to work with the scissors, said, “It’s time to show the world who you really are.”

“So who am I?” Val asked, her voice a papery whisper. Wind through cornstalks.

Suz stopped cutting, leaned down and put her mouth right against Val’s ear, and asked, “Who do you want to be?” Val shivered as Suz ran her tongue lightly over the folds of her ear, gave the lobe a startling nibble. “You can be whoever, whatever you want, babycakes. Be the lion or the mouse. You choose. But I’ve gotta say, the lion is a lot more sexy.”

When she was finished, Suz guided Val over to the mirror, her hands covering her eyes.

“Behold the new you,” she said, taking her hands away.

Val gasped. She hardly recognized herself. “I look like a boy,” she said.


“You look hot,” Suz said, kissing her on the back of her newly exposed neck.

“I’ve got something for you,” Suz said and went over to the bed. She got down on her knees, reaching for something underneath. Val stood in front of the mirror studying the shape of her closely cropped head, the squareness of her jaw, her thick eyebrows. She was wearing an old black T-shirt Suz had told her to put on for the haircut and baggy jeans. She looked…tougher. She stood up straight and scowled at herself, practiced her evil eye.

“Surprise!” Suz was holding a gun. A deer rifle.

“What’s that for?” Val asked, taking a step back.

“It’s a gift. I picked it up at that flea market last weekend. I thought it would come in handy for our missions. I even got bullets. After dinner we’ll go down to the lower field, and you can try it out.”

“I don’t think I can,” Val said.

“Don’t give me this pacifist bullshit,” Suz snarled, shoving the rifle at Val, who reached out and took it with trembling hands. It felt solid—the wood smooth and dark, the metal barrel somewhat sticky and covered in greasy fingerprints. Val imagined the men who might have held the rifle: men in red wool hunting jackets, hats with earflaps; men whose breath reeked of stale beer and cigarettes; men with huge leather boots who took up space just because they could. Men who knew what it was like to kill, who had a taste for it, a burning need.

Suz ran her fingers though Val’s freshly shorn hair and said, “I’m not asking you to go on any killing sprees or anything. The rifle’s just a prop, Val. The gun, the haircut, they’re about letting go. Deconstructing yourself. Becoming someone else. Someone with more power who no one would ever dream of putting in a box. I say enjoy the fucking ride. See what it’s like on the other side for once.”

Val took in a breath, raised the rifle up with the butt end against her shoulder and used the sight to look down the barrel. Just a prop. Her own small fingers mingled with the greasy fingerprints, covering them, as she aimed right at her reflection in the mirror, and didn’t recognize the figure she saw there. Someone stronger, braver, scowled back at her. Someone who refused to back down or take any shit. Suddenly, this whole thing felt like one of their missions, only this time, it was Val herself who had been dismantled. And peeking over her shoulder with an I-told-you-so grin, was Suz. She wrapped her arms around Val from behind, her hands working their way under Val’s T-shirt, up to her breasts.

“Who do you want to be?” Suz asked, the words hot against Val’s neck.

Val felt her body turn to liquid beneath Suz’s hands, and the unspoken answer echoed through her head, driving everything else away:

Whoever you want me to be.









Chapter 35



TESS CAN STILL TASTE the sweet floral smoke of Claire Novak’s cigarette on her tongue. Violets, but not violets. Someone else’s wedding cake. She longs for another cigarette as she locks the door to her studio.

She finds herself unsettled by the idea of Winnie being back in town. Winnie, at least the Winnie of ten years ago, was not to be trusted.

“HAS SHE FUCKED HIM yet?” Winnie asked.

The two of them were on the beach at the lake, moon bathing. Henry and Suz were having one of their races out to the rocks at the other side.

“What?”

It wasn’t just the words that caught Tess off guard, but Winnie’s tone. It seemed, to Tess, like these past few weeks since school ended, Winnie had been trying out different voices—varying her tone and rhythm, even experimenting with slight accents, struggling to find something that would fit with her new name and the haircut Suz had given her. The voice that seemed to have the most staying power, the one she’d just used, was dark and gravelly, bubbling with quiet rage.

“Suz and Henry. Do you think they’ve fucked yet?”

Tess flushed and immediately felt stupid. “Henry’s with me. And Suz is with you.”

“Don’t be an idiot, Tess,” Winnie said. “If they haven’t done it yet, it’s just a matter of time, right? He thinks he’s in love with her. You’ve seen the way he looks at her. The way she teases him.”

“And what about Suz?” Tess asked. “Is she in love with him?”

Winnie laughed, rolled over onto her side to look at Tess. Her short hair made her eyes seem huge. Henry said the new haircut gave her a sexy androgynous look. Tess thought it made her look sick in some way, like someone with cancer, or a mental patient.

“Suz is in love with being loved,” Winnie said. She scooped up a handful of sand, watched it run through her fingers.

Tess sat up, tried to spot Henry and Suz out on the water. They were just two pale dots in black water at the other side of the lake.

Winnie lit a cigarette, held it out to Tess who took a drag. The filter was squished from Winnie clamping it tightly between her teeth.

“You love Henry, right?” Winnie asked.

Tess exhaled smoke, nodded.

“Like I love Suz,” Winnie said, laying her head back down in the sand.

They were silent a minute. Tess watched Winnie smoking on her back, her eyes fixed on the stars.

“I don’t think it’s too late,” Winnie said. “You could hold on to him. You could find a way.”

“I don’t know…” Tess’s voice trailed off. The two white specks out on the lake were gone. Underwater? Or had they made it to the rocks already?

“Henry’s a good guy. One of the few. If you got into trouble, like say you got, you know, knocked-up or something, he’d do the right thing. He’d stand by you.”

Tess turned back to Winnie. “Are you suggesting I get pregnant on purpose to get him to stay with me? To choose me over her?”

Winnie sat up, shrugged her shoulders.

“That’s a little fucking archaic, isn’t it? Not to mention pathetic. If Henry wants to be with me, I want it to be his choice. I’m not using a baby to tip the scales.”

Winnie nodded, stubbed out her cigarette, stood up and headed for the path back to the cabin. “It was just a suggestion,” she called back. “A way to fix both our problems. To make sure everyone ends up where they’re meant to be.”

LATER THAT SUMMER, WHEN Tess first began to think she might be pregnant, she studied the condoms Henry kept in the milk crate next to their futon in the loft. Did condoms have an expiration date? She picked a foil package up by the corner and held it to the window to check. Light shone through a dozen tiny holes. Pinpricks.

One by one, she checked the rest of the box. They were all the same.

She gathered them up, threw them into the trash. Later, she borrowed Henry’s van and drove to the drugstore for an identical box, which she replaced without him ever knowing, and a home pregnancy test, which she used in the ladies’ room at the Green Mountain Diner, confirming what she already knew.

TESS SHAKES THE MEMORY from her head, looks over the work scattered around her studio. She sighs, realizes Claire is right. All these paintings are empty. Meaningless. Technically accomplished, but so what? A flower is a flower is a flower.

“Knows how to stretch her limits, my ass,” she mumbles, sitting herself at the drafting table and reaching for a new sketchbook. She picks up a pencil, places the tip of it on the paper, and waits.

White space. Blank canvas. Intimidating, but thrilling beyond belief. Anything can happen.

When was the last time her art mattered?

When was a flower not just a flower?

“YOU NEVER MENTIONED SETTING anything on fire,” Tess said as she watched Suz lug a gas can from the back of the van. They were at the construction site for the new Green Hills Savings Bank. Earlier that afternoon, Tess had discovered the holes in the condoms and learned she was pregnant. She hadn’t said a word about it to Henry or confronted Winnie. When she returned from town with the van, she was swept up in a flurry of activity getting ready for the evening’s Dismantling mission. Suz’s plan had been to tear down whatever they could at the construction site and maybe take some lumber to use for art projects. But now, it seemed plans had changed.

Tearing things down and taking a few pieces of plywood was one thing, arson was another. If they were caught, they’d be arrested. Tess wondered if you could have a baby in jail.

Suz began dumping gas on the neatly bundled piles of framing lumber and plywood.

“Won’t people from the highway be able to see the flames?” Henry asked. He shifted from one foot to the other, nervously watching the headlights going by on the hill off to their left.

“That’s the point,” Suz said, emptying the last of the gas. “Fire is cathartic. Cleansing. It burns away anything transient and imperfect. I think that people get that—fire speaks to them on this kind of primitive level. Fire is life. And death. And rebirth.”

Tess touched her belly, trying to imagine the baby inside. Winnie watched, grinning, the rifle cradled in her arms. If Tess had any doubts about how the holes got put in the condoms, they disappeared when Winnie smiled at her knowingly, conspiratorially.

Suz took out a book of matches, lit one, and held it to her face, smiling. “Fire is a wake-up call,” she said, dropping the match. The gas caught with a whooshing sound and the flames raced over the wood. Tess felt as if all the air around them was being sucked into it and replaced with thick smoke. Suz lit the second pile, then the third. She grabbed the empty gas can and danced around the flames, screaming, “Dismantlement equals freedom!” She pulled Winnie to her, kissed her so ferociously that Tess was sure when they pulled apart, Winnie would be bleeding.

“Banks are all just part of the trap,” Suz said as they made their getaway in Henry’s van. “Part of the machine. They keep the rich rich and the poor poor. Think what a different place the world would be if we could just go back to using barter. If I could walk into the market with one of my paintings and trade it for a week’s worth of groceries.”

Tess believed that barter might be better, but knew it would never happen. Not on the large scale Suz dreamed of. And the truth was, Tess thought as she watched all that lumber go up in flames in the rearview mirror, she kind of hated the waste. She would rather steal than destroy—take the wood from the bank construction and use it for a sculpture, or give it to some homeless guy to build a shack under a bridge. But that’s not what it was about for Suz. For her, it was about tearing it down, burning it up. That’s what got her off—made her eyes light up, all wild and surprised, like she’d just won the fucking lottery.

WITHOUT EVEN REALIZING IT, Tess has begun to draw, her hand moving freely across the paper, seeming to have a memory and will of its own. And it’s a flower she sketches; not a common sweet pea, but some hothouse beauty growing from a vine with tendrils like arms and legs reaching, grasping, trying to pop through the two-dimensional trap of paper and actually touch her. Wrap its sticky limbs around her, threatening to never let her go.

Tess draws in a trance, remembers that this is what it’s supposed to be like: the goal is to lose yourself in the work, to give yourself over entirely.

As she draws, she feels everything else slipping away: Henry’s drinking, Emma’s near drowning, Winnie’s arrival in town, even Claire Novak vanishes from her mind.

It’s not until she’s finished, ready to flip the page and start another, that she sees that there, in the dark folds of petals curled like flames at the flower’s center, is a face. Hard eyes, a mischievous grin showing crooked teeth.

Suz.

The only true creative force is chaos, babycakes. Don’t you forget it.









Chapter 36



IT’S NEARLY MIDNIGHT. THE main house is dark and Henry’s sure Tess is asleep. He makes his way through the garden, around the fish pond and to the grotto, navigating by moonlight. Once there, he pockets the little photo of Suz in its plastic case, then hurries back to his barn.

Henry tucks the photo from the grotto into a bag of rags on a shelf in his workshop, then settles himself into the canoe with a fresh bottle of wine. He flips through Suz’s journal, knowing full well that this is evidence too, but at least he has the good sense to keep it hidden.


            July 4—Cabin by the lake

            Happy birthday, America, you cocksucking, bloodthirsty wasteland of corporate greed and power.




            Yesterday, we did something wonderful. Our best act of compassionate dismantling yet. We dismantled Spencer! Left him out cold in the middle of nowhere. Can’t say he wasn’t warned. He knew he wasn’t welcome here. I mean, Winnie dumped his ass months ago, before graduation even. But the stupid fucker was too proud to let her go. Too arrogant to think that anyone in her right mind might not want the great and powerful heir to the Styles fortune as her very own boy toy. And what does Styles Industries make? Security systems. SECURE YOUR WORLD is their ridiculous slogan. Cameras, alarm systems with keypads and secret codes. Secure your world. Ha! Perfect! But Winnie chose to dismantle her world, which included, first and foremost, breaking up with the great Spencer. Her hooking up with me should have been the final slap in the face, the grand fuck off and farewell, but the idiot didn’t give up.




            He is the worst person in the world for her. Maybe the worst person in the world, period. Did he even notice that she was slicing and dicing herself? Think it was odd? Did he give a flying fuck?




            For weeks, Spencer has been hassling us—he wanted to join us, move to the cabin, be a Dismantler.




            “So prove it,” I finally said. And I asked him to perform a simple act of sabotage. To show Papa’s company just how insecure their world really is. Lo and behold: he did it! Broke into Styles Industries and smashed up hundreds of thousands of dollars of equipment. A fire was set in the office of the CEO. It was on the news—police were investigating. When Spencer came back here yesterday, he had his knapsack with him. “A deal’s a deal,” I said. “Welcome.” Without missing a beat, he starts creeping around after Winnie, calling her Val. Then he gives her this note all secretive like. Of course Winnie showed it to me.




            “Come back to me, Val,” it says. “Suz doesn’t love you. She doesn’t love anyone but herself.”




            I don’t love anyone but myself? Spencer Styles is the most pretentious, egotistical, self-centered, pompous fuck I have ever met. And it was high time for someone to teach him a lesson.



“I NEED FOUR OF your Benadryl,” Suz whispered, leaning in so close that her hair tickled his face.

Tess, who was on the other side of the room with her sketchbook, gave them a warning glance.

“What for?” Henry asked.

“You’ll see,” she promised.

They could hear Winnie and Spencer outside, gathering wood for a bonfire.

Henry handed over four of his Benadryl and he and Tess watched Suz grind them into powder and dump it into a shot of tequila.

Winnie and Spencer came in laughing, said the fire was good to go. Spencer said something about porcupines that Henry didn’t catch, but it made Winnie start laughing again.

“Celebration time!” Suz announced, a sickly sweet grin pasted on her face. “Let’s drink a toast to the newest member of the Compassionate Dismantlers.” Suz handed Spencer the first shot she’d poured and gave him a hearty thump on the back.

“To Spencer,” she said, and they all clicked their glasses together. When Spencer finished his shot, Suz poured him another. Then another. She filled her own glass too.


Henry and Tess threw cautious, worried glances at each other. Where was Suz going with this?

“Not gonna let a girl outdrink you, are you, Spencer?” Suz asked. He shook his head, held his glass out for another shot. In half an hour, he was slouched in the chair, slurring his words, barely able to move.

“Give me a hand,” Suz said to Henry as she looped Spencer’s left arm around her shoulder and started to stand him up. Henry got the other side, figuring maybe they were just going to carry him off to bed. He should have known better. With Suz, things were never that simple.

“Wherewegoin?” Spencer moaned.

“For a ride,” Suz said. “Grab the keys to the van, Henry.”

“Keys?” Henry repeated, more worried than ever.

Winnie touched Spencer’s face, pried open one of his eyes. “What the fuck did you do to him?” she hissed at Suz.

“Relax, babe,” Suz said. “It’s all part of the plan. Now let’s get him to the Love Machine.”

“Where are we taking him?” Tess asked, once they’d all settled into the van. Henry was behind the wheel, a lit cigarette between his lips. He liked to smoke when he was nervous. It gave him something to do with his hands.

“East,” Suz said. Then she turned to Henry and said, “Get on Route 2 and drive, babycakes. I’ll tell you when to stop.”

On and on they drove, past farms, lakes, and campgrounds. Through St. Johnsbury and across the bridge into New Hampshire where they stopped at a McDonald’s drive-through for coffee and milk shakes. The road twisted and turned. Suz rolled cigarettes, played with the radio dial, never letting a song finish before searching impatiently for something better.

Three hours after leaving the cabin, Suz told him to pull over.

“Where?” Henry asked. They had just crossed into Maine and were on a two-lane highway without a house or streetlight in sight. The last town they went through had a paper mill, and the air was still heavy with the thick, sulfuric stink of it.

“Right there,” Suz said, pointing to a dirt pull-off about ten yards ahead. Spencer was out cold.

“Now what?” Tess asked.

Suz smiled. “We dump him. Come on, help me get his clothes off. And grab his wallet too.”

“Jesus!” Tess said. “This is going too far, Suz. You can’t leave him out here in the middle of nowhere, naked, with no money or ID.”

Suz thought a moment. “You’re right. Let’s leave his underwear on. What do you think, is he a boxer or briefs guy?” Suz un-buttoned his black jeans and started pulling them down. “Tighty-whities! I knew it. But then again, it’s no surprise to you, Winnie, is it?” Winnie looked away as Suz pulled the jeans the rest of the way off, then rifled through the pockets. She pulled out his wallet, a book of poetry, and a jackknife.

“I am so keeping this,” Suz said, turning the knife over in her hand.

“Are you sure it’s a good idea?” Tess asked. “I mean, it’s evidence, right?”

“Evidence of what, exactly?” Suz asked.

“That we were here. That we did this to him,” Tess said. “What if he doesn’t make it back?”

Suz laughed. Shook her head.

“It’s fine, Tess,” Henry told her.

Spencer was on his back on the floor of Henry’s van, wearing only white briefs.

“Are you sure he’s okay?” Tess asked. “He hasn’t moved at all.”

Henry leaned down, found Spencer’s pulse, which seemed strong enough, nodded. “Nothing to worry about,” he whispered to Tess.

They got Spencer out of the van and laid him down in the dirt. Suz took a Sharpie and wrote, I TRASHED STYLES INDUSTRIES across his forehead. “How’s that for a finishing touch? Fucking brilliant, isn’t it?”

Later that night, back at the cabin, everyone was quiet. Suz sat carving her initials into the table with Spencer’s knife. At last, she looked up and addressed the group.

“I know you’re all thinking we crossed a line tonight. But that’s the nature of compassion,” she explained. “Think about it: sometimes, the most compassionate thing to do is the hardest. Like when you have to put an animal down, or cut off someone’s leg to save them.”

Tess shook her head. “Spencer’s not an animal. And he didn’t have gangrene or whatever the fuck in his leg.”

“You’re missing the point,” Suz said. “People who think they know everything need to be shown that they don’t have a fucking clue,” she told them. “That’s the true path to enlightenment. Sometimes, the most compassionate thing is to be the wrecking ball that changes someone’s life forever.”

BE THE WRECKING BALL.

Jesus.

Henry rises out of the canoe, goes over to the phone and picks it up. He’s got to get out of his own head for a while. Talk to someone who might understand.

He’s surprised to hear Tess in the middle of a call. Henry covers the mouthpiece of the phone with his palm and listens. “I’ll do it,” he hears her tell someone.

“I knew you would,” a woman’s voice says. The woman has a thick accent. This is clearly not anyone Henry knows.

Who would Tess be making deals with in the middle of the night?

Henry hangs up quietly, waits a few minutes, then calls Winnie at the cabin.


“I can’t sleep,” he tells her. “I think something’s going on with Tess.”

“Henry,” Winnie says, her voice lulling, almost seductive. “Can you come out here? To the cabin.”

“What? Now?” Henry looks at his watch—nearly one in the morning.

“Yes. There’s something I want to talk to you about, but not over the phone.”

Val. That was her name before.

Before they were the Dismantlers, what were they? And after?

Isn’t the reality that everything else, for better or worse, pales in comparison to the lives they lived that summer?

“I’ll be there in an hour,” he says.









Chapter 37



SHE’S COLD. SCARED. EMMA’S been watching her father’s barn all night from her bedroom window. As soon as she saw him turn out the lights, she raced down to the Blazer and climbed into the backseat.

When Emma called Mel earlier to promise to get Suz’s journal tomorrow, Mel said, “I’ve been thinking. Maybe your dad’s got a girlfriend.”

Emma let out a snorting laugh.

“Think about it,” Mel said. “It would explain why your mom kicked him out of the house. And where he goes so late at night. Maybe he’s playing hide-the-salami with some other lady!”

“Eew!” Emma shrieked. “No way.”

But she needs to make sure. To prove it to herself.

And if it’s not a girlfriend (which she knows it isn’t, thank you very much, bigmouthed, smarty-pants Mel), what is it that he’s doing so late at night? Where does he go?

If she has any hope of getting her parents back together again, she has to do more than what she’s been doing. She needs to understand what they’re really up to.


The truth is, Emma’s worried that her plans are backfiring. Her mom and dad seemed oddly frightened by the message she and Mel painted on the trees. And the riddle! She’d read it in Suz’s journal when Danner convinced her to go back in and take another quick look. Hearing the riddle again would surely take her parents back, give them a little thrill; they’d share a look, a gesture, and be on their way to reconciliation. What really happened was that they both looked horrified. As if Emma had opened her mouth and spit out shards of glass.

Emma’s in her favorite pajamas, the ones with little red moose all over them. She’s crouched down behind the driver’s seat, the blanket from the backseat covering her. She’s a worm underground. Wriggling. Writhing. But worms are dirty things. Full of germs. Bacteria. Microbes. Some worms are parasites and there’s nothing more repulsive than a parasite. Emma knows that if she starts to really let herself think about parasites, she’ll get itchy all over and need to take a scalding bath, scrub her skin until it’s raw. It’s starting already—that creepy, wiggly feeling just under her skin.

“Hold still,” Danner says.

Emma hadn’t even realized Danner was with her. But at the same time, she knows that in some way, Danner is always with her. She wants to push away the blanket, look around and see where Danner is hiding, but instead, she holds still. Listens to her own breath.

Now she’s a worm asleep. A worm who has rolled over and is playing dead.

Stop the worm thoughts, already! she tells herself.

She starts counting by nines. Nine. Eighteen. Twenty-seven.

She listens. Hears nothing.

“Danner?”

“Yeah?”

“Was that you earlier. At the bottom of the pool?”


The blanket is scratchy against Emma’s face and she wonders if it’s possible to suffocate under it. She hears a gurgling sound—a wet, rasping choke. She goes to lift the blanket, to peek and see if Danner is okay, but she’s afraid. What if it’s not Danner? Or what if it is and she looks like she did at the bottom of the pool, skin sloughing off?

Stop it, she tells herself, then she goes back to counting. Thirty-six. Forty-five. Fifty-four.

She feels as if she’s playing hide-and-seek, but what is it she’s hiding from?

Ready or not, here I come.

Through the blanket, she smells something wet and rottenan animal that’s fallen into a well; a fish left in a plastic bag in the sun.

“Danner?” she says, the word little more than a gasp caught in the back of her throat.

She covers her nose and mouth with her hand to protect herself from the smell that’s growing stronger each second. She hears the gurgling sound again, someone sucking air through a wet straw. But there are words behind it; voices piled on top of each other, straining, screaming, panicked. She thinks she hears her father’s voice among them, saying something about stones.

No stone unturned.

Sticks and stones can break your bones.

Emma reaches out from under the blanket and gropes for the door handle. At last, she’s got it and she’s about to pull it open, to throw herself out of the car, blanket still covering her, when she hears her father open the driver’s-side door, climb in, and start the engine.

All at once, the wet sucking noise stops. The smell disappears. She lets go of the door handle.

They ride a long time. Swerving, bumping along like maybe they’re in a boat, not a car. She smells cigarette smoke. She didn’t know her father even smoked. Weird. Maybe it’s not him. Maybe someone has stolen his car. Maybe she’s been kidnapped.

She thinks of the face at the bottom of the pool.

I’ve got a secret.

Her feet are full of pins and needles. Gone to sleep. Or maybe it’s the parasites under her skin. She starts to scratch.

“Don’t move,” Danner whispers. “Stay where you are and don’t make a sound.” She sounds so serious. A lump forms in Emma’s throat.

Everything you have is mine.

In movies sometimes people jump out of moving cars. The trick is to roll. She thinks maybe she should do this. But where would she be? And how would she find her way home with a broken arm or leg? And what if she landed in something gross like a pile of dog poop or a swamp full of skunk cabbage?

The Blazer is going up a steep hill now. Rough and bumpy. They’ve slowed to a crawl. Emma feels as if she’s on a carnival ride. It’s that the-ground-is-not-the-way-it-should-be, sick-to-her-stomach feeling she gets. Then, all at once, it’s over. The Blazer stops. Her father (or whoever the driver is) gets out.

Then he shouts something. He’s calling a name that sounds like Give me. Give me.

A woman calls back.

Give you what? Emma imagines her saying back.

Emma pulls the blanket off and sits up, looking out the windshield. The Blazer’s headlights are on and focused on the building in front of them: an old cabin. On the steps is Winnie and she’s still wearing Emma’s mother’s clothes. Her father is standing in the yard, talking to Winnie. Emma can’t make out the words, but her father looks sheepish, worried. His hands are dug deep into his pockets and he’s scuffing at the pine-needle-covered ground with the toe of his boot.

And there, just to the left of her father, stands a figure Emma recognizes at once. There he is, real and life size, just like she always imagined. Like she’s always wished for. And if this wish has come true, doesn’t that mean others might as well?

“Francis!” Emma cries, slamming open the car door and rushing to him. “Francis! Nine! Nine! Nine!”









Chapter 38



TESS HEARS HENRY DRIVE off, and slips out of the house and across the yard in her pajamas and robe.

She can’t picture Henry having an affair at all. He’s just not the type for clandestine meetings in the middle of the night.

She slides open the door to Henry’s workshop and flicks on the tiny Maglite she brought. She doesn’t know how long he’ll be gone. (Maybe he just ran out to an all-night supermarket for something; maybe he’s off for another moonlight swim. Ha! Right.) Wherever he’s gone, she may not have much time.

Tess makes her way across the concrete floor, past the enormous dugout canoe, which sits in the dark like some giant, pale monster lurking. Trotting now, she goes straight for the toolbox.

After drawing the flower with Suz’s face this afternoon, Tess filled page after page with images she recalled from the summer of the Dismantlers. She drew the wooden moose, Winnie and her gun, Henry with a beard and wistful expression, and sketch after sketch of Suz. Suz writing in her journal. Suz holding a bottle of tequila. And the final drawing: Suz in the lake.

But no matter how hard she worked on Suz’s face, she felt she wasn’t getting it quite right. The rigid jaw. The crooked teeth. Little, sharp nose. Stormy, amber eyes.

Then she remembered the photos stashed in Henry’s studio and thought maybe they’d help. She’ll just borrow them for a few days. He’ll never notice they’re missing.

Tess opens the toolbox, the rusty hinges letting out a little squeal of alarm. Removing the top tray full of tools, she reaches in and grabs the photos: Suz, Winnie, Henry, and a younger, smoother, surer version of herself smile up at her. There’s the moose. Henry and Suz clowning around on the beach. The photos are just what Tess needs to give her sketches new life, accurate detail. She looks down at an image of Winnie with the gun pulled up against her shoulder, her finger on the trigger, left eye closed, right eye sighting her target down the barrel.

“I KNOW WHAT YOU did to the condoms,” Tess said. They were alone, outside the cabin. Suz and Henry had gone on a beer and cigarette run. Winnie was polishing her gun.

“What’d I do?”

“You can’t play with people’s lives like that,” Tess said. This got no reaction from Winnie, who just kept polishing the metal barrel of her gun with an old bandanna. “You think it’ll help you hold on to Suz, but it won’t. Just like it won’t help me hold on to Henry. They’re going to do what they’re going to do, Winnie. Baby or no baby.”

Winnie continued polishing the gun, a little harder and faster now.

“Maybe I should tell Suz about it,” Tess said.

Winnie looked up. “Tell her what, Tess? That you were so desperate to hold on to Henry you poked holes in the condoms, then tried to blame someone else for it?” She smiled with amusement and went back to polishing her gun.

Tess clenched her hand into a fist, then opened it again. She stood up and climbed the steps up to the front door of the cabin.

“So it worked then?” Winnie called after her.

“What?”

“You’re pregnant?”

“Fuck you!” Tess said, slamming the door behind her.

TESS TUCKS THE PICTURES into the pocket of her robe, then lifts out the journal, flipping through it until she comes to a place near the middle.


            June 21—Cabin by the lake

            Winnie is actually a pretty good shot—who knew the gun would be such a perfect gift? When I gave it to her I was just thinking that here was this thing I could hand over that would make her feel strong and powerful. I bought it from some old-timer at a flea market. At first I thought we’d just use it as a prop in our missions…you know, something to carry around and flaunt. Then I thought that it would be good for Val to learn how to shoot. She was scared at first. But now, she’s hardly ever without it. It’s so naturally a part of her that I started calling her Winnie. It was just a joke, but it stuck. Now none of us ever call her Val. We hear someone call her by that and we’re like, “Who?”




            Winnie rides in the passenger seat of the Love Machine, hanging her gun out the window on our midnight runs. Hence the term “riding shotgun.” She’s taken out mailboxes, satellite dishes, transformers on telephone poles. She puts holes in aboveground swimming pools and water towers. Tonight, we drove out past Sexton and down a little dirt road to the Green Mountain Power substation. It was all fenced in, razor wire on top. Henry pointed the headlights of the van at it and Winnie just started shooting—she turned the big boxy transformer into Swiss cheese, blew the tops right off the two towers. It was beautiful!




            After, we drove around screaming, passing the tequila, all of us shouting, “Yee-haw!” like a posse of cowboys. Every house we passed was dark, not a single streetlight was working in town. Even the college was lost in the black night.




            “Look, Suz,” Winnie said, smiling. “I made the rest of the world go away.”




            I’m so fucking proud of Winnie. Of all of us.




            I’m so in love with each and every one of these people. I don’t want any of this to ever end.



Tess closes the journal, places it back in the toolbox and shuts the lid. Then she hurries past the great hulking monster of a canoe, out of Henry’s barn, and into the garden.

She never told Henry about the condoms. About Winnie. It felt pointless. It would have clouded the real issue, which was that she was pregnant, and they needed to hurry up and make some decisions.

Tess’s heart is pounding as she crosses the yard, making the motion-detecting floodlights click on. Taking the photos has given her a little thrill, reminded her of what their Dismantling missions had been like. Things were always tinged with danger, acrid as the smell of gunpowder when Winnie fired the rifle. The fear they might be caught was a living, breathing, palpable thing. It filled their bellies, left them feeling buzzed and satisfied, but always wanting more.

The moon is just a thin sliver in the sky. The stars, millions of tiny pinpricks.

Which makes her think of the condoms again.

Winnie’s casual act of treachery had brought Emma into the world and changed the course of Tess’s life, given it color and shape. For a moment Tess tries to imagine an alternative reality, one in which Winnie thought better of sabotaging the condoms, and therefore one in which Emma—her beautiful, bright, and quirky girl—had never come to be. Tess is sure she would feel the ache of her missing child, like a phantom limb.









Chapter 39



HENRY TAKES A STEP toward her, staggers a little. He’s been drinking again. Winnie imagines him getting through the sad repetition of his days—running the painting company, paying the bills, shuttling his daughter around—by getting good and smashed every evening. We all need something to look forward to. Something to take the edge off. Winnie rubs her fingers over the scars on her arms.

“I’m glad you came,” she says to him. She’s standing on the steps, still in Tess’s clothes.

“I brought your things,” he says, handing over a plastic grocery bag. She peers inside. Her Suz outfit is there, dry now. Mud brown tunic, black leggings.

But something’s missing.

“Where’s the wig?”

Henry shrugs. “I figured you must have grabbed it. It wasn’t with the clothes in the bathroom.”

Winnie feels a moment of panic. It doesn’t make sense. She left it to dry with the clothes in the bathroom. How can the wig be gone?


“Francis!” a little voice calls in the darkness beyond Henry. Winnie squints and sees the girl leaping out of the Blazer. Emma—the girl she pulled squirming and choking from the pool this afternoon.

But who the hell is Francis?

Emma runs to Suz’s moose, which Winnie is close to finishing. She throws her arms around the creature’s neck. “Francis! Nine, nine, nine!”

Henry turns, stares at the girl, blinking. “Emma?”

Winnie watches as his whole demeanor changes. He goes into a slouch. His voice becomes tender.

“Look, Daddy—kitties!”

Henry stares at his daughter, who is down on her knees in a growing sea of cats.

“How did you get here?” he asks.

“I stole away. In the backseat.”

“Stowed away? Jesus, Em. Do you have any idea how dangerous that is?”

Emma’s face, beaming with amazement just seconds ago, darkens. Her chin starts to quiver.

Winnie puts her hand on Henry’s arm. He flinches a little, but doesn’t pull away. “I’m sure she won’t do it again, right, Emma?” she says.

Emma nods.

“The cats are hungry,” Winnie says. “Would you like to feed them, Emma?”

Emma’s face cracks into an excited grin as her head bobs. Winnie goes inside, gets three cans of tuna and some bowls.

“How can the cats still be here?” Henry asks Winnie when she comes back out.

“I guess they didn’t have anywhere else to go,” she says.

“But how could they have survived all this time?”

“Instinct,” she tells him, passing a bowl of tuna to Emma.


“Can we take one home, Dad? Please?” Emma pleads as she places the bowl down in the sea of hungry, screaming cats.

“They’re strays, honey. They probably have fleas. They might bite.”

A little orange cat is purring while she strokes its ears.

“Let her have a cat, Henry. Hell, take two. One for Danner.”

He gives her a furious glance and she laughs. Poor Henry. He still takes everything so seriously. He needs to lighten up. Learn to play a little.

“Emma?” Winnie calls. “Do you know the moose has a secret?”

Emma shakes her head.

Henry’s shaking his, too. NO, he mouths the word to Winnie, but she pretends not to see.

“He’s hollow inside. There’s a little door on his chest. You can climb in if you want.”

“That’s not a good idea,” Henry says.

Winnie stands and opens the door on the side of the moose. The new hinges she picked up at the hardware store work perfectly.

“Please, Dad,” Emma says.

Defeated, Henry boosts Emma up so she can climb in.

“Why on earth did you rebuild this thing?” Henry asks.

“I can’t say exactly,” Winnie says. “I guess I just wanted to see if I could.”

She’s proud of the job she’s done, glad someone can finally appreciate it. Someone who knew the moose in another life, who knew the work that went into it. She couldn’t find all the original pieces and had to make some new ones out of branches. She’s not done gluing the canvas over him yet, but it’s getting there.

“I’m standing where his heart would go!” Emma cries with delight, her voice muffled.

“When I began the moose, Henry, things got weird.” Winnie has lowered her voice so that Emma won’t hear.


“What things?”

“If I tell you, you’ll think I’m crazy.”

“Try me,” he says. “I know a thing or two about crazy.”

Winnie smiles.

I just bet you do.

“Okay,” she begins. “When I got here, I took all of Suz’s clothes, sealed them up in a big trash bag and sank it out in the middle of the lake. Getting rid of evidence, you know?”

Henry nods.

“The morning after I started working on the moose, I woke up and found one of the outfits I’d sunk laid out beside me. Silk tunic, leggings, boots. Like Suz had been there in the night, and evaporated, leaving just her clothes.”

“Jesus!” Henry yelps.

“Dad,” Emma calls from inside the moose, “I can see through his eyes.”

Winnie continues, whispering hurriedly. “I was pretty freaked. I balled the clothes up and put them at the bottom of the trash barrel outside. Then, the next morning, I woke up and there they were again, right beside me. This time there was a blond wig on top.”

Henry shivers.

“So I go downstairs with the stuff, thinking maybe I’ll burn it this time, then I see my journal laying open on the table. There’s writing in it that I didn’t do. Handwriting I recognize. Suz’s writing.”

Henry shakes his head in a this-can’t-be-happening kind of way. “What did it say?”

“It said: Put the clothes on, Winnie.”

“And you did?”

Winnie nods. “I was terrified at first. But then, I slipped on the wig and looked in the mirror. Something happened. I felt her presence, Henry. It was as if she was right there with me, filling me with confidence, whispering in my ear. It was as if I actually became her.”

Henry is quiet, looking away from her now. She’s gone too far. She shouldn’t have confessed so much, not all at once like this.

Take it slow, babycakes.

“It’s been so hard,” Winnie says. “Even after all these years, I think of her every day. I miss her so much. She was the one person who got me. The one who told me I could be anyone, anything I wanted. But all I ever wanted was to be with her, to be what she wanted me to be. So yeah, I put the clothes on. Maybe I shouldn’t have. Maybe—” She doesn’t let herself finish. Henry reaches out, puts a hand on her arm and gives it a gentle squeeze.

“I can hear what the moose thinks!” shouts Emma.

“She’s an amazing kid, Henry,” Winnie whispers. “You’re a lucky man.”

“I know,” he tells her, but she can tell he doesn’t. He doesn’t feel lucky at all. She smiles. This is the Henry she thought she might find, dismantled as the moose. He fumbles in his shirt pocket for a pack of cigarettes.

“Still smoking, huh?” she asks.

“I gave it up. Quit the day we left the cabin that summer. But I picked up a pack last week.”

“Mind if I have one?” He shakes a cigarette out and lights it for her. They stand smoking a minute, listening to Emma commune with Francis the moose.

Winnie thinks about how Suz was right—everything is a prop, really: the cigarette, the lost wig, the reconstructed moose. All just little pieces to set the scene, to help us move from one act to the next. Things to hide behind, to give us courage, propel us along.

“So you don’t have any plans for it?” Henry asks.

“For what?”

“The moose.”

She laughs. “Like am I going to use it to kidnap some poor lovesick boy or some other crazy Suz scheme? No way. I was thinking of putting it in the lake.”

“The lake?”

“You know? Have a sort of Viking funeral for it. A final tribute. I’d like to float him out there and set him on fire. I thought it would be…cathartic or something.”

She looks straight at Henry, sure she sees him start to smile, then stop himself.

From inside the moose, a small voice yells, “I can see what Francis sees! I know what he knows!”

And Henry shares a panicked sort of look with Winnie, a look that says, I sure as hell hope not. They’re coconspirators now—bound.

“Come on out of there, sweetie,” Henry calls.

“Now I just have to figure out how to get him out on the lake. I’ll have to build a raft or something,” Winnie says, dropping the cigarette butt and grinding it out with her boot.

Henry smiles as he helps Emma out of the moose. “I have a canoe,” he tells her.

Winnie laughs out loud. She can’t help herself. It’s all too perfect for words.









Chapter 40



“I WAS ABOUT TO call the police,” Tess says as they enter the kitchen. “I went into Emma’s room and she wasn’t there. I tried to get you on your cell, but you didn’t answer.” He can see Tess has been crying. Henry wants to go to her, put his arms around her, but instead, he gently guides Emma over to her. Emma hesitates, looking down at the floor, scared she’s in trouble.

“Baby! I was so worried,” Tess says, crossing the kitchen, brushing the hair out of Emma’s eyes, kissing her forehead.

“She’s fine,” Henry says in a soft voice. “She’s right here. I’m so sorry.”

“I stowed away,” Emma says. She’s stroking the little orange kitten clamped firmly to her chest.

“What?” Tess asks. “Who is this?” she asks, petting the kitten on the head.

“I went out to the old cabin,” Henry explains. “Just to see the work Winnie had done. I’m sorry I didn’t answer my phone—you know how shitty the service is way out there. I was standing talking to Winnie when Em came rolling out of the car. She and Danner had hidden themselves in the backseat.”


Tess takes her hand away from the cat. Looks sternly at Emma. “Don’t you ever do that again. Do you know how dangerous that is?”

Emma nods, looks down at the kitten.

“She knows,” Henry says. “She’s promised never to do it again.”

Henry bites the inside of his cheek, wonders if he should tell Tess about the truck he saw parked along the road, near the driveway to the cabin when they finally left. There was a figure inside, hunched over the wheel. The truck followed them nearly the whole way home.

Henry’s sure it was Bill Lunde. Which means he knows about the cabin.

“I saw Francis, Mom!” Emma squeals. “The real Francis. I crawled inside him.”

Tess turns to Henry, her face twisted in confusion. “Winnie rebuilt the moose?”

Henry nods.

“Do you think that’s a good idea?” Tess asks.

Henry shrugs. No worse than building the grotto. “I’m not the one putting it back together. What I think doesn’t matter so much.”

The understatement of the year.

Tess used to care what he thought. She’d ask his opinion, include him in on every decision, from what they’d have for supper to whether or not they could afford the new Volvo. Now everything he thought seemed to be a joke to her.

How do these things happen? Was it a gradual change he hadn’t noticed, or did she just wake up one day and decide all his ideas and opinions were complete and utter shit?

“Why wouldn’t rebuilding Francis be a good idea, Mom?”

Tess’s face softens as she turns back to Emma and the kitten. “Let’s get you and your little friend to bed,” she says. “In the morning, we’ll go out and get him some bowls, food, collar, and litter box.”


“And he’ll need to go see the vet,” Henry says. “He’s probably got fleas. And worms.”

Emma shivers, hugs the cat tighter. “Disgusting,” she says.

“Cats are full of parasites,” Henry says. “Especially a stray like that.”

“Don’t listen to your father,” Tess says. “He doesn’t know a thing about cats. Never did.” Tess gives him an icy glare. Keep your cat-hating thoughts to yourself, mister.

“Mom, there were so many of them!” Emma says, voice bubbly and bright. “There’s this really old one, named Carrot. Winnie says he’s been around since forever.”

Tess glances at Henry, eyes huge. “Carrot? Some of those same cats are still around?”

Henry nods, though he couldn’t say for sure. He could never keep track. The naming of the cats was always Winnie’s job. But Tess loved them just as much, got all caught up in their little idiosyncrasies.

Since forever.

Henry’s eyes begin to itch and water. He’ll have to start taking allergy medicine again. Fucking cats.

Tess reaches out and puts a hand on his arm. He’s surprised at first, then realizes she must think he’s crying. Like the cats got to him on some emotional level. He doesn’t correct her. He puts his hand on top of hers. Maybe it’s not too late for them after all.

He watches his wife, Emma, and the stray kitten go up the stairs to bed and thinks that maybe, just maybe, everything will be all right. There’s still a chance that he’ll be invited back into the house, into normal life. Maybe what he needs to do is bring back more cats, a whole fucking herd of them, little mangy offerings. Carrot definitely, if he can just figure out which one it is.

He rubs his burning eyes, glances out the window toward the barn just in time to see a shadow move across the yard.

A dog? A coyote maybe?


No.

What he sees is clearly a person running, clothes flowing behind, blond hair glowing under the security lights, which have just clicked on. Henry races out the door, yells, “Stop!” but the figure is gone.

Heart pounding, Henry crosses the yard at a sprint, stands at the edge of the woods, looking, listening.

“Hello?”

Nothing.

He doubles back to the house, grabs the phone in the kitchen, and punches in Winnie’s number. She picks up on the second ring.

“You’re at the cabin?” he asks.

“It’s nearly three in the morning, Henry,” she says sleepily. “Where else would I be?”

“I just saw…”

“What?”

“Nothing,” he tells her. “Go back to sleep.”










[ PART FOUR ]

DISMANTLEMENT IS AN ACT OF COMPASSION AS WELL AS AN ACT OF REVOLUTION
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Chapter 41



SUZ IS KISSING HER.

Kissing. Sucking. Biting. Chewing her lips. Scratching her skin with ragged fingernails.

Winnie, Winnie, Winnie.

We’re going to stay here forever. Can’t you feel it?

Then Suz clamps down, her teeth ripping through the flesh of Winnie’s lips, biting them off, like the bright red wax-candy lips kids chew on Halloween. Winnie screams, her mouth a fleshy, bleeding hole, while Suz goes back in for the tongue.

Winnie opens her eyes, touches her lips, dry and chapped, but whole, and the dream is gone.

“Fuck!” she yelps, rolling over.

We’re going to stay here forever. Can’t you feel it?

“Suz?” Winnie calls. She sits up, listening. Holding her breath. “Are you there?”

But there’s nothing. Just a few early morning birds. Mice rustling in the walls. The drum of a far-off woodpecker hunting for breakfast.

Winnie licks her lips, so dry and cracked they’ve begun to bleed.


She gets up, throws a sweater on to ward off the early morning chill, and heads down the ladder to make herself coffee. The cabin is neat and tidy. The faded old Indian tapestries with their concentric, mandalalike designs that once formed the walls around the bed she shared with Suz are gone. Taken to the dump with a dozen other trash bags full of relics: old sneakers, rusted cans of pork and beans, the honey-bear bong, the aquarium.

She thinks of the tiny frog skeletons, the stench of rot and ruin.

Metamorphosis, babycakes. It’s a beautiful thing.

Yeah. Fucking lovely.

Winnie shivers. Walks past the table with four chairs spaced carefully around it, set up as if they’re just waiting to be filled, for another meeting of the Compassionate Dismantlers to take place. Break out the tequila! We’ve got a new mission to plan!

On the table are some wildflowers she picked and put in a canning jar. A candle in an old wine bottle. Four gallon jugs of water. And the notebook she uses as her journal, pen left on top. To the left of the notebook, a paper grocery bag, the top folded closed. She walks toward it, then changes her mind, steps back.

“Not yet,” she tells herself. Later. She’ll open it up later. After coffee. After she’s cleared the cobwebs and nightmares from her brain.

She stumbles into the kitchen, puts water to boil in a little aluminum pan on the propane camp stove. Measures grounds into the single-serving coffee filter.

Open the bag, Winnie. Take a look.

Winnie gives in, sets down the coffee filter, goes over to the bag, opens it with trembling hands.

Good girl.









Chapter 42



HE’S SWIMMING OUT TO the center of the lake, his arm around Suz’s limp body. He’s on his back, looking up at the stars, wondering about heaven, about time and space, if he’s really a cow in a field having a dream that he’s human.

He kisses her hair, lets her go. He’s stuffed her clothing full of rocks so she won’t float back up.

Down she goes, the lake taking her into its deepest, darkest place.

Her hands are the last to go under, floating like white starfish. Under the surface, he can still make out her face.

She opens her eyes, smiles, says something to him underwater.

His body goes rigid.

He’s made a terrible mistake.

This is not Suz at all.

It’s Emma.

The one word, “Daddy,” floats to the surface, a bubble of sound.

He dives, trying to reach her, but she’s gone.


HE WAKES SOAKED IN sweat (lake water), lungs screaming for air. The phone is ringing. Rolling over, he grabs it, makes a choking sound.

“Henry, you okay?” Winnie asks.

“Mmm,” he mumbles. “Just getting up.”

“Can you come out here today? There’s something I need to show you. Something I just found this morning.”

“What is it?” he asks, closing his eyes, imagining his daughter’s body floating to shore.

Stop, he tells himself. Enough.

“It’s better if I show you in person,” Winnie says.

“Tess has stuff going on, so I’ve got Emma all day.”

“Bring her. We’ll have a picnic. She can help with the moose sculpture. Maybe we can go swimming.”

Henry stiffens, chomps down hard on the inside of his cheek. “No. No swimming. I don’t want her to go anywhere near the lake. But we’ll come out. Around lunchtime. I’ll pack a picnic.”

“Perfect,” she says. “See you then.”

Henry hangs up, and slides out of bed. The dream is still fresh in his mind.

Daddy.

“DO YOU THINK YOU’LL ever have kids?” Henry asked Suz. They were swimming to the rocks on the other side of the lake. Henry thought the tops of the rocks poking out of the water looked like the backbones of a dragon, curled and waiting.

Suz laughed. “I’m not exactly mommy material,” she said. “And I didn’t have the greatest role model. Not like you—born and raised in a quaint little Vermont town with Mr. and Mrs. Apple Pie.”

Henry splashed her. He hated her vision of his life. That she saw him as being so very ordinary. So predictable. He hated the condescending tone she took; the implied judgment that she was somehow better than he was, that he could never really understand her because her family was fucked up and his wasn’t. “It wasn’t like that,” he said.

“Oh, sure it was,” Suz said, rolling over to float on her back, staring up at the sky as she spoke. “And you’ll appreciate it one day, when you settle down with your own little bundles of joy.” She studied the clouds as if his future was laid out up there, unfolding as the breeze blew in from the north.

“What makes you so sure I’m going to have kids?” Henry asked her, getting pissed off now. One of these days, he’d find a way to show her that he wasn’t nearly as simple and predictable as she thought. “Maybe I don’t even want them.”

Suz smiled. “I think…I think there are a lot of things you want that you don’t even know you want. And there are things you think you want that you wouldn’t really be all that happy with.” She was treading water now, looking straight at him.

“That’s not true,” Henry said, shaking his head, frustrated.

I’d be happy with you. He thought the words, opened his mouth to say them, but they didn’t come.

Suz laughed. “You’ll have kids, Henry. Trust me. And just think, babycakes—think how fucking lucky they’ll be. I wish I had a time machine and could jump into the future right now. I’d pat those buggers right on the head. I’d say, ‘God dealt you a good hand making this guy your daddy. You watch him, listen to him, and everything’ll turn out just fine.’”

Henry watched as Suz held her breath and went under. She surfaced almost two minutes later, nearly at the rocks. Suz could hold her breath forever and swam faster underwater than she did on top.

“Face it, Henry,” she said when he’d finally caught up with her and they were resting on the rocks. “I swim like a fucking submarine.”


“What about me?”

“You? You’re something slow and steady. Dependable. An aircraft carrier maybe.”

Henry shook his head. “You’ve got it all figured out, haven’t you?”

“Pretty much, babycakes,” she said, leaning in so that her lips were resting on his neck, the words buzzing against his skin, her breath this hot liquid thing that made him forget he’d ever been mad at her. “Pretty much,” she said.









Chapter 43



“IT MAY BE TIME to call off Operation Reunite,” Mel says, pushing the thick Velma glasses back up to the bridge of her nose.

“What?” Emma protests. “Why?”

Emma collapses against the wooden moose. She can’t believe she brought Mel here. Not when Mel is so obviously clueless.

All Mel’s done since they got here is complain: I thought it was gonna be a log cabin; the moose looks more like a deformed horse; we’re going to get malaria or West Nile virus if we stay out here much longer.

It’s only midafternoon and already the mosquitoes are starting to come out in force. She and Emma have covered themselves in some herbal bug repellent Winnie gave them. It doesn’t really work to keep the mosquitoes away; it just makes them smell like cough drops.

“If we stopped breathing, they’d leave us alone,” Mel says. “That’s how they find us, you know. Each time we breathe out, it’s like we’re ringing a big old dinner bell.”

Winnie called Emma’s dad this morning to invite them out for a picnic. Emma asked if she could bring Mel and her dad said it was fine.

“Why don’t you come with us today, Mom?” Emma asked once she got off the phone with Mel. “You can meet the new cats! We’re taking a picnic. We can get that cheese you like—the one that’s all moldy outside.”

Emma’s mom shook her head.

“Not today, love. I have to meet with a client I’m doing a painting for.”

“But it’s Saturday,” Emma whined. “You never work on Saturday. We usually go to the farmers’ market together.”

Her mom just shook her head. “Sorry. You go have a special day with your dad and Mel. You and I can do something together tomorrow.”

Even when tempted with moldy cheese, she had an excuse.

Emma doesn’t get it: if Winnie and her mom used to be friends, why isn’t her mom jumping at the chance to go see her? You’d think she’d be eager to go out to the cabin again, to visit Winnie and see all the old cats for herself.

They’ve named the cat Emma brought home last night Thor because he has a white mark, shaped like a hammer, on his chest. It was Emma’s mom’s suggestion. When Emma got up this morning, she found her mom in the kitchen with bags from an early Price Chopper run—cat food, litter box, flea collar, and brightly colored felt mice stuffed full of catnip.

THE EIGHT REMAINING PAINTINGS of Francis are hanging inside the cabin. Emma stood before the wall earlier counting under her breath; counting to nine over and over again as she studied the details of his chest, legs, back, hooves, and tail. He has texture, the moose. Fur that actually looks like fur, coarse and matted.

But even better is the sculpture, which Emma and Mel are helping to finish. Winnie showed them how to spread glue from the little pot across strips of canvas, then wrap the frame of nailed-together branches that make up his body. It’s like bandaging. Making a mummy.

Emma loves it. She’s figured out how to apply the canvas strips carefully, neatly, with just the right amount of glue. If she uses too much, if some drips out the edges, she tears off the canvas, cleans up the glue, and has to start over. Francis deserves perfection.

“You’re a natural artist,” Winnie told Emma.

Mel snorted, said, “Nah, she’s just fastidious.”

“BUT WE CAN’T GIVE up!” Emma tells Mel. “Winnie being back, my dad coming out here to help with the moose, with the cabin, it’s progress. Any day now, I’m going to get my mom out here and this place—it’s magic, I think. They’ll totally get back together if I can just get them both to the cabin.”

Winnie and Emma’s dad have gone inside and left the girls alone with the strips of canvas and pot of glue.

“This glue stinks,” Mel complains. “And I think I just found a horse hair in it. It’s totally the product of some rendering factory.” She smears more of it onto the moose, says, “From one ungulate to another.”

Show-off, Emma thinks.

“Why do you think we should give up?” Emma asks.

“Sorry to be the one to tell you this, Em, but your dad totally has a thing for Winnie,” Mel says, dropping her glue-covered brush into the pot and standing up to stretch.

“What? No way! They’re old friends. She’s gonna help get him and my mom back together!”

Mel shakes her head, makes a buzzing sound like when someone gets the wrong answer on a game show. “In your dreams, Em. The truth is, Winnie’s going to be the thing that finally drives your parents apart once and for all. Believe me.”


“You’re wrong.” Emma’s voice is shaking now. “You don’t know her at all.”

“Yeah, well, neither do you,” Mel says.

Mel’s just jealous because Winnie hadn’t told Mel she was a natural artist or offered to teach her to do a perfect butterfly stroke. Emma knows all she needs to about Winnie: Winnie understands about Danner, which is way more than she can say for Mel.

But Emma’s trying not to think about Danner today. Danner’s been freaking her out—first, the weird thing she said at the bottom of the pool: Everything you have is mine. Was it some kind of riddle? Then there was the trick she played in the car last night, making that horrible sound and smell. Later, when they got home, her dad said the new kitten had peed all over the backseat. “Did not,” Emma told him. She’d been snuggling the kitten on her lap the whole time. But Emma’s dad was right, the seat beside her was all wet.

“Come on,” Mel says, taking Emma’s hand, dragging her toward the cabin. “I bet they’re making out right now.”

“You are so sick. They’re just friends.” Emma jerks away from Mel, goes back to the safety of the moose. She wants to open the little door in his chest and crawl inside. Count the sticks that make up his rib cage. Breathe in his sweet, gluey smell. Emma knows, just knows, that if she were to count every stick that made up his body, it would be a multiple of nine.

“If I’m wrong, then what are you so scared of?” Mel asks. “Come look.”

Mel’s at the window now, standing just to the side and peering in.

“Come away from there!” Emma hisses. “They’ll see you!” It’s not respectful.

Mel doesn’t turn. Her eyes are focused on whatever’s going on behind the darkened glass, like a girl looking into a tank of sharks at an aquarium.


And it’s just to spite Mel that Emma finally gives in and joins her. Just to prove how wrong she is. Because if Emma doesn’t come and see for herself, Mel could make up anything about what’s going on in there. Mel could say all kinds of gross and terrible things about her dad and Winnie.

“I should never have brought you here,” Emma whispers when she gets to the window.

Mel just grunts in response.

Emma turns away from her and makes herself look in the window, where at first, all she sees is the reflection of Francis behind her, so large he takes up half the window and she has to look into him to see the figures inside.









Chapter 44



CLAIRE HAS LOADED HER mesh shoulder bag with sourdough bread, maple syrup, breakfast radishes, arugula. Tess just introduced Claire to Lisa, who makes goat cheese at Second Chance Farm.

“Delighted to meet you,” Claire says, holding out her hand. Claire is wearing loose linen capris, an olive green silk blouse, leather sandals, and a cowrie shell necklace. A wide-brimmed straw hat keeps the early afternoon sun off her face.

“Enjoying the market?” Lisa asks. Lisa left a big corporate job in New York ten years ago after being diagnosed with MS. The disease hadn’t progressed much, and Lisa told people that she believed this was because she’d followed her bliss. She bought the land, the goats, went to France for a summer to study cheese making, and now was living the life of her dreams.

“Very much,” Claire tells her. While Claire peruses the cheeses, Tess scans the crowded farmers’ market. She sees her dentist, one of the men who works for Henry, and the holistic practitioner she saw two years ago when she was exhausted all the time. She was advised to give up dairy, white flour, and sugar—a regimen that lasted approximately one week and left her feeling more tired and grumpy than ever.

“A life without ice cream and pizza is a life half lived,” Henry told her. In the end, Tess agreed and didn’t go back.

Across the market, over by the heavily tattooed woman selling eggs, a man is watching her. He’s wearing a green polo shirt, khakis, and sunglasses.

Don’t be paranoid, she tells herself. But is it paranoia? The man has had his eye on her since she and Claire arrived. She tries to think back to when she first noticed him. It may have been back in the parking lot by the courthouse. Had he followed them here?

She feels Claire’s hand on her elbow. “I chose the chèvre encrusted with fresh herbs,” Claire says.

“Excellent,” Tess says, her eyes still on the man, who has his back to them now and is talking with the tattooed woman.

Tess and Claire say their good-byes to Lisa and wander away from the goat cheese, meandering between umbrellaed tables laid out with free-range chicken, the first of the season hothouse tomatoes, cinnamon buns, and potted sunflowers. Claire is still holding on to Tess’s elbow. Tess nods and says hellos to all the people she knows, glowing and giddy because she’s here with this exquisite woman on her arm.

At the center of the market, on a little makeshift stage under a canopy, a woman with a shaved head and a pink guitar does a version of Dylan’s “Tangled Up in Blue.”

“I am absolutely enchanted with this place,” Claire says, leaning in so that Tess will hear her as they walk past the singing girl’s amplifier. “I may never leave.”

Claire’s breath in Tess’s ear is as warm and silky as her blouse. Tess feels her heart jump-start. Lets herself imagine what life might be like if Claire took up permanent residence here: the Saturday trips to the farmers’ market, the galleries she’d take Claire to, sharing popcorn at the foreign film festival that she could never get Henry interested in.

“I see you two found each other!”

Tess turns. Julia from the Golden Apple is coming up behind them, a flat of dianthus in her arms.

“We certainly did,” Claire says, giving Tess’s elbow a little squeeze.

“No Emma today?” Julia asks. Emma is usually the one to accompany Tess on these Saturday trips. After the market, they go to Ben & Jerry’s for waffle cones.

Tess shakes her head. “She’s off on an adventure with Henry.” Tess looks over at the tattooed egg woman and sees there’s no sign of the man who’d been watching her.

“How is Henry?” Julia asks. “I haven’t seen him in ages.”

Tess feels herself stiffen a bit. “Fine. It’s his busy season and he’s working too hard, as usual.”

Julia nods, shifts the tray of plants in her arms. “What you all need is a vacation. Robert and I really enjoyed Tuscany last fall. When we came back, we were just so invigorated. It did wonders for our marriage—we were like newlyweds.”

Tess smiles. Is it painfully obvious that her marriage is on the rocks and needs to be invigorated?

“We’re not big travelers,” Tess says, almost apologetically.

She feels the gentle, comforting pressure of Claire’s fingers on her elbow. “When you live in a place as magical as this,” Claire says, “why would you ever want to leave?”









Chapter 45



“IT LOOKS LIKE THE same wig,” Henry tells her. He can see the disappointment on Winnie’s face. She probably picked it up and brought it back to the cabin yesterday without even thinking about it. He tries to remember seeing it in her hand as he watched her leave his house and walk down the driveway and out to the road where she’d left her car.

Being in the cabin again puts him on edge. Everything is the same, but different. The place is neat and tidy now, everything in order. The mouse smell is still there, but hidden behind the stronger scents of pine cleaner and coffee. What did the cabin smell like when they were all there that summer? Cigarette and pot smoke. Oil paint and turpentine. The curry powder Suz dumped into practically everything she cooked.

He sees the place where Suz carved her initials in the heavy wooden table and runs his fingers over the pale letters: SP.

Why’d you come back, babycakes? What was it you were hoping to find?

Winnie claims the new wig appeared this morning. She woke up and found it sitting in a paper bag on the table, beside her journal.


“It’s not the same wig. It’s new. And it’s too big. I lost the first one and she gave me another.”

“She?” Henry asks. He bites the inside of his cheek.

“She’s come back, Henry. She left me another message in my journal too! Look.”

Henry watches her open up the notebook on the table, flip through the pages.

He’s worried. Not that Suz has come back. But that being here is just too much for Winnie. She’s breaking down in some crucial way.

Already she looks older, more worn than she did just twenty-four hours ago, when she pulled Emma from the pool. There are dark circles under her eyes. Her face seems gaunt. Henry finds himself scanning the cabin, making sure she’s got food. He sees a can of coffee, some instant oatmeal, a large bag of cat crunchies.

“Here. Look.” She thrusts the notebook at him.

He reads the lines on the page:

Use the saw to cut the table in half. Put the two halves together to make a whole. Crawl through the hole and escape.

His breath catches in his throat.

Of all the crazy coincidences.

But then, maybe Suz was right: there’s no such thing as coincidence.

Henry flips to earlier pages in the journal, then back to the last page.

“It looks kind of like your writing, Winnie,” he tells her.

She shakes her head. “No, Henry. No. It’s impossible.”

He lays his hand gently on top of hers, gives it a comforting squeeze. “Maybe you’re sleepwalking. Maybe you don’t remember.”

But what if she isn’t? What if someone really is leaving clothes and wigs laid out for her, scrawling messages in her journal?

“It’s her!” Winnie says. “I know it is. She’s come back.” Winnie starts to tremble. Henry pulls her gently to him, takes her in his arms, and whispers, “Shhh,” into her hair.

A horrible popping sound fills the cabin and he jerks away from her, turning to the front window, which has cracked in a starburst pattern. And there’s Emma looking in at him, her face twisted in pain, her right hand dripping blood.









Chapter 46



“I’VE NEVER TOLD ANYONE this before,” Tess says, her face flushed from wine and the thrill of confession. “My friends and I in college—we formed a sort of outlaw art group. The Compassionate Dismantlers.”

Claire’s green eyes widen with interest. Tess has never seen eyes the color of Claire’s. Emerald eyes that draw you in, make you think you’re the only one in the world who matters right now, at this moment, because those eyes, those beautiful eyes, are focused only on you. You have said something interesting. Something to hold her attention. You don’t want this moment to ever end. You want it to be one of those rubber-band moments that stretch on and on, and only later, when everything is snapped back into place, does the world seem small and lacking.

They’ve spent the afternoon in town and are now having an early dinner at a little café with outdoor tables on a deck that overlooks the river. Claire ordered them a bottle of wine, and the waitress brought a sliced baguette, olive oil with garlic, and a peppery tapenade.

Claire had been asking Tess about college.


“You went to Sexton, right? And isn’t that quite close to here?”

Tess nodded. “About forty-five minutes away. It’s small. Funky. Alternative. The classes were taught in circles. We called the professors by their first names. No grades. No exams. The dorms were tiny houses—there was even a clothing-optional dorm, and a vegan dorm—you had to take off any leather products and ditch your coffee with cream before entering.” Tess rolled her eyes in a can-you-believe-it kind of way.

Claire refilled Tess’s wineglass. They ordered dinner, both choosing the pan-seared sea scallops with roasted red pepper sauce. Claire got out her cigarettes, prompted Tess to continue.

Tess’s sketchbook is out on the round wrought-iron table and she’s showing her new drawings to Claire, giving the people in them names: Henry, Winnie, Spencer, Suz. Real names. Nothing invented or withheld. She’s a teacher giving a lesson, naming the parts of a thing, diagramming it, telling all its secrets.

Claire offers her a cigarette and lights it for her. Tess inhales the perfumed smoke hungrily.

“I’m sorry,” the waitress calls from the doorway into the restaurant. “But you’ll have to put those out. State law.”

Claire groans, rolls her eyes as she stubs her cigarette out on the rail of the deck. Tess does the same, then lets herself continue.

“We believed that in order to truly understand something, you had to take it apart. That art, real art, was more about destruction than creation.”

Claire smiles. It’s an aha-moment smile. A please-go-on-you’ve-got-me-on-the-edge-of-my-seat smile.

“We did all kinds of crazy stuff—destroyed our records at Sexton, set fire to a construction site, shot up a power substation, we even kidnapped this guy once.”

Tess knows she shouldn’t be saying the words. But she can’t stop herself. She’s caught up in the dizzy momentum of their day together. She pulls her wrought-iron chair around, moves closer to Claire so that their thighs are touching as they study the sketchbook.

“It was silly, really,” Tess says. “How seriously we took ourselves back then. How earnest we were.”

Tess remembers back to third grade when she first learned to write in cursive, the first assignment she did for Miss Ferris after weeks spent practicing letters and words. Tess filled an entire page with words, all attached to one another, no spaces, no periods or commas; a run-on, breathless word that told an entire story.

This moment is like that sentence, she thinks now.

“I find this drawing the most interesting,” Claire says, her hand tracing the edge of the first sketch Tess did of Suz’s face inside the carnivorous flower. “Tell me about this girl in the flower.”

I didn’t mean to put her there. She just appeared. She keeps appearing. In my yard. My studio.

Tell me.

“She died,” Tess says, reaching for the wine. How many glasses has she had? Three? Four? She’s sure Claire is still on her first glass. Other than the occasional paper cup half full of wine at gallery events, Tess rarely drinks. Now here she is, good and drunk and suddenly terrified that she’s going to make a fool of herself.

She glances at Claire, who is clearly waiting for her to say something more. “Drowned,” Tess says. “The summer after college. We were all living together.”

Tess tells herself she will not have any more wine. She will shut her mouth and not say any more. But it feels so good, such a release. To finally be telling the truth, or some part of it at least. She mustn’t tell the whole truth, she knows that, but it’s okay to skirt around the edges, isn’t it? To flirt with it. Tease it by telling these little half-truths.

“How horrible for you,” Claire says, reaching out to put a hand on Tess’s knee, making it feel warm and cool all at once.


Tess nods. “It was. I think”—she hesitates—“I think that’s when my paintings stopped mattering so much. When I lost the…” Tess bites her tongue.

Shut up. Just shut your mouth before you say any more.

“Passion,” Claire says, pushing her leg ever so slightly into Tess’s, keeping her hand on Tess’s knee.

Tess’s heart is a moth fluttering toward light.

“Yes.” Tess doesn’t pull away. She loves the closeness. The feel of this woman next to her, the dangerous temptation to open her mouth and tell Claire everything. How easy it would be.

“But now you’re ready to get it back?” Claire asks.

“I don’t know.”

“I think what you need to do is paint something completely different,” Claire says, looking right into Tess’s eyes with such intensity that Tess has to fight the urge to turn away. “Something you’re both compelled by and afraid of.”

Tess lets this sink in as Claire empties the last of the bottle into Tess’s glass. Tess takes a sip, holding the wine in her mouth, tasting oak, cherries, and something vaguely metallic. It’s blood she tastes. From the cut her teeth made on her own tongue.

She’s been silent so long. Afraid for so long. She’s studied boxing. Made her body lean and strong. Getting ready for a fight with some imagined enemy. But all along, her biggest enemy has been her own self. And she has this deep and true sense that this woman beside her in the restaurant can somehow help her raise the flag of surrender, maybe even set her free.

She spots the waitress coming through the open door onto the deck with two plates of food.

“I know what I want my subject to be,” she says as the waitress approaches. Tess looks right into Claire’s eyes, green as the canopy in a tropical forest, as the waitress sets the plates down in front of them.

“Can I get you ladies anything else right now?”


“No, thank you,” Claire says. “Everything looks perfect.”

The waitress walks away in quick, gliding steps. The delicate white Christmas lights that line the porch come on.

Claire turns back to Tess. “You were saying?”

“You,” Tess tells Claire, the pungent, charred scent of the food hitting her suddenly, making her realize how truly ravenous she is. “I want to paint you.”









Chapter 47



“I DON’T BELIEVE THIS,” Tess says. “Twice in one week she gets hurt on your watch.”

Is it Henry’s imagination, or does Tess seem a little drunk? Her words sound slightly slurred and she sways ever so slightly, like a snake ready to strike.

They’re all standing in the kitchen, having arrived home within five minutes of each other.

“Mom,” Emma protests, cradling her bandaged hand, “it wasn’t Dad’s fault. I—”

Henry jumps in. “She cut her hand working on the moose. I was right there with her. We put peroxide on it and wrapped it up. It’s not a very deep cut.”

The lie comes easily. He shoots Emma a warning glance: Don’t tell the truth. This needs to be one of our secrets.

Emma lets out a little hissing sound, leans back against the counter, studying her wrapped hand.

Henry keeps thinking about the incident with the window: how when he and Winnie got to Emma outside, they could see the cut wasn’t bad, just a thin slice across her knuckles. But something else was wrong. Emma was staring down at her hand, perplexed. When, at last, she looked up at Henry, Winnie, and Mel, she asked, “What happened?” as if she had no recollection of punching the window. As if it had been someone else.

“Maybe Danner made her do it,” Mel had said, disgusted, rolling her eyes.

“I don’t want you taking Emma to the cabin anymore,” Tess says.

“Mom!”

“I think you’re overreacting,” Henry tells her. It’s a line he’s so used to hearing from her, it feels strange to be parroting it back. But here he is, perfectly sober, and she’s the one slurring her words, not being rational.

Tess shakes her head. “It’s not a safe place. I should never have agreed to it to begin with. Emma, go up to your room. I need a moment alone with your father.”

Emma stamps her foot, rolls her eyes, and groans. “You’re always sending me to my room. I’m the one who cut my dumb hand. And you can’t keep me away from the cabin! It’s not fair!”

Tess doesn’t engage Emma in the argument, just silently nods her head in the direction of the stairs. When Emma doesn’t budge, Tess lets out an exasperated breath and says, “Please, Em?”

“Fine,” Emma spits out. They hear her creep into the front hall, whisper something to the moose painting before heading upstairs.

“Do you want to tell me what’s going on up at the cabin?” she asks him once they’re alone.

“What? Nothing. I took Emma and Mel. They worked on the moose. Played with the cats. I think it’s good for Emma to be out there in the woods. If she spends more time there, she might really take an interest in art.” He feels himself stammering, as if he’s telling lies. “You should come with us. See the work Winnie has done.”


Tess shivers. “I think all of us should stay away from that place,” she says. “Emma most of all. I don’t know what’s going on between you and Winnie, and I’m not sure I want to know, but leave Emma out of it.”

“But Emma loves Winnie,” Henry says.

Winnie represents their past, the truth. He likes that when he’s with her, he remembers who he used to be. The brave Henry. The strong Henry. The artist and dreamer. And when he’s with Winnie, they talk openly about that summer, about Suz.

“Are you even listening to me?” Tess asks, then steps forward, staggering a little.

No. He wasn’t. He missed her last words.

“The picture of Suz at the grotto—did you take it?”

“No,” he says, not at all sure how the subject switched.

“Don’t you think it’s a little suspicious that Winnie showed up in town and these strange things began happening: the message in the trees, the knife being left, now the photo being taken from the grotto?”

Henry shakes his head. “She saved Emma’s life, Tess.”

“Yeah, I remember. No thanks to you. But what was she doing here? She just happened to be strolling by our pool—on private property—when Emma flipped over?”

Her face is twisted into a cartoonish scowl. Her nose looks sunburned.

“I think if you went out to the cabin with us, if you sat down and talked with Winnie—”

Tess shakes her head. “It’s not open for debate. No taking Emma to the cabin. If she’s so damned attached to Winnie, then Winnie can come here. But only when I’m around.”

“Winnie’s not a criminal,” Henry says.

Tess bites her lip, sucks in a breath. “Yes, she is. We’re all criminals, Henry. Or have you forgotten?”









Chapter 48



SHE BOBS AND WEAVES. Practices her footwork. Side step, side step, back to center. Right. Left. Forward. Back.

She hears Joe, the trainer’s, voice in her head: You have to learn the footwork first. It’s the foundation you’re going to base everything else on. If you don’t have a solid stance, you’re through.

Her fists assail the bag. She steps back, hands raised in defensive posture, then moves forward to attack again, targeting the yellow Everlast logo.

Everlast. Everlasting.

Does anything last forever? Go on and on?

Tess steps back, trying to clear her head.

Focus, damn it.

Her mind goes back to the feel of Claire’s hand on her thigh. How it made her feel heated and chilled all at once.

“I would love for you to paint me,” Claire had said. “I’m honored. I think we should get started right away! I’ll sit for you at the house. The lighting in the front room, where we drank our coffee yesterday, is perfect, don’t you think?”


Tess nodded, her mouth full of scallop. Yes, perfect. It was all perfect.

She imagined the two of them in the front room, by the windows, hummingbirds flitting outside while they sipped wine, and Tess worked at the easel, her eye moving from Claire to the canvas.

“I could pose nude if you’d like,” Claire suggested. Tess felt her face redden.

She’d sketched hundreds of naked bodies over the years—first in college, then in the weekly life-drawing sessions the art guild organized.

But this was different, wasn’t it?

Don’t think about why. Focus: the bag; the punches; the footwork.

If you don’t have a solid stance, you’re through.

Forward again, left fist raised, chin down, she goes in with a right hook. Once. Twice. Three times.

And those eyes. Those green eyes.

“Stop it,” she tells herself out loud, stepping back from the swinging bag.

What the hell is wrong with her?

She hears Claire’s voice in her head: Passion.

Left. Right. Left. Jab. Hook.

The sweat is dripping down her face, neck, and shoulder blades. Her hands are wet inside the giant gloves. Her arms are shaking and her knuckles and wrists are beginning to ache.

She can’t believe she told Claire so much tonight. Revealing so many secrets to a woman who is practically a stranger. But that’s just the problem, isn’t it? When she’s with Claire, Claire doesn’t feel like a stranger. She feels like someone Tess has known all along. A soul mate.

Everlast. Everlasting.

“Idiot,” Tess says, pounding the bag again, feeling what’s left of the wine leave her body through her skin. She’s purging herself.

How could she have lost control like that? Especially now, when things are getting dangerous: Spencer’s suicide, Winnie’s arrival in town, the private investigator sniffing around. At a time when she should be the most guarded, here she is spilling her guts.

Jab. Jab. Uppercut. The bag swings, the chains above it rattling.

Tomorrow she’ll be clearer. She’ll phone Claire first thing to say that the portrait is a bad idea. That she’s content to stick to safe little flower paintings. They sell well enough and that’s what matters to her now, at this stage of her life. It’s not about stretching herself as an artist or finding passion. It’s about being a grown-up. Making a living. Keeping herself and her daughter safe and provided for.

This is what she’ll tell Claire. Thanks, but no thanks. A neat, tidy ending. Then she’ll just go back to life as normal. Compressed life. No rubber-band moments that you wish would stretch on forever.

She lunges at the bag again, stopped only by a searing pain in her thigh, right where Claire’s hand rested.

She’s pulled a muscle. She should have warmed up. Stretched.

“Fuck!”

Then, she does something she hasn’t let herself do in ages: she drops down on her knees and cries, sobbing and gasping as quietly as she can, her face buried in the warm leather of her boxing gloves.









Chapter 49



“I’M SORRY ABOUT THE window,” Emma whispers into the phone. She’s in her room with the door closed, sitting on the edge of her bed. Out the window she sees her dad walking away from the house to his barn. His hands are deep in his pockets, his head hanging down. Her mom yelled at him again. Emma can tell. And this time it was all Emma’s fault.

“It’s okay,” Winnie says. “I taped some plastic sheeting over it. I’ll pick up a new piece of glass Monday when the hardware store opens. It’s an easy fix, really. How’s your hand?”

Emma flexes her fist inside the wrap of gauze. “Okay.”

“You really don’t remember doing it?” Winnie asks.

“No.”

The last thing Emma remembers is seeing the reflection of Francis in the window. Then everything went black.

Mel thinks maybe she got possessed. Emma laughed at this. Mel said, “Seriously, maybe it was Danner or something. Maybe Danner’s the devil.”

Emma shakes her head at the memory. Right. Danner’s the devil.


Still, it scares her. Not remembering. What if the kids at school are right and she really is a mental case? Danner could be just another symptom; maybe she has multiple personalities, like Bernice at D.J.’s General Store.

Everything you have is mine.

Maybe what that means is: I am you, and you are me.

She hears the line of a song in her head: And we are all together. Lyrics from some CD her dad listens to. A song about being a walrus that makes no sense at all.

“Dissociative episode,” Mel said earlier when they were riding home in the backseat of the Blazer. “A sure sign of possession.”

“Right,” Emma said, thinking that maybe it’s time for her to take a little break from Mel, who has been getting on her nerves big time these last few days.

Emma presses the phone against her ear. “You still there?” she asks.

“Yeah,” says Winnie. “You know, there’s this ancient Chinese proverb that says that once you save a person’s life, you’re responsible for it.”

Emma lets this sink in and smiles. “So what? Does that mean you’re always going to be looking out for me?”

It seems backward to Emma. Like she’s the one who owes Winnie something, not the other way around.

“It means I’ll try. It means I’m here for you. If you ever want to talk.”

Emma twirls the phone cord with her finger. Maybe Winnie thinks she’s crazy now. Troubled. That she’s a girl who needs to talk. At least she doesn’t think Emma’s possessed by the devil. Not yet anyway.

“My mom doesn’t want me coming out to the cabin anymore.”

There’s silence. She can hear Winnie breathe. “Did she say why?” Winnie asks.


“She says she thinks it’s dangerous.”

“Maybe she’ll change her mind,” Winnie says.

Right. If there is one thing Emma knows about her mother it’s that once she’s made a decision, it’s pretty much set in stone.

“Was my mom always so stubborn? Back when you knew her, I mean?”

Winnie chuckles. “She was always strong willed,” she says. “And she and your dad, they were both such terrific artists.”

Emma thinks of the photo she found: her dad’s arm around her mom, both of them young and happy. A Long Time Ago.

“And they loved each other, right?” Emma asks, her voice shaking a little.

“Of course,” Winnie says.

“I think they could again,” Emma tells her. “I mean, I think they still do, they just need to remember. To be reminded.”

“Emma,” Winnie says, “sometimes when two people split up, it’s for the best. I’m not saying that’s the case with your parents, I’m just saying it’s not going to do any good to make yourself crazy hoping for something that might not ever happen. Do you understand what I’m getting at?”

“Sure,” Emma says, her voice thick. She bites her lip.

“One thing I’m sure of,” Winnie says. “They love you very much. Nothing’s going to change that.”

Emma wonders how much they’ll love her if she turns out to be a total mental case. The fights they might have, arguing about who’s to blame. She’s supposed to be bringing them together, not giving them new stuff to argue over.

“You know,” Emma says, “working on Francis today got me thinking. Maybe I should try to make my own sculpture.”

“I think that’s a fantastic idea, Emma!”

It is a good idea, an idea she didn’t even realize she had until the words were out of her mouth, which, she guesses, is just what it means to be artistically inspired.


She’ll follow in her parents’ footsteps. Maybe if she works on a sculpture, it will help draw her parents back together. It will give them all something to talk about. A family of artists. The only problem is, Emma’s never felt very artistic. She’s more the math and science type. Art has always seemed so…so messy.

“But I don’t know the first thing about it. I mean, how do I even start? I don’t have clay or tools or anything.”

“You use what you have,” Winnie tells her. “People make sculptures from cloth, old telephones and garbage. Look around the house with an artist’s eye.”

Emma likes this: the idea that she has an artist’s eye. Something that ties her to her parents.

“No one sees the world like you do, Emma. Creating art is about sharing your own personal vision with the world. Taking something no one else can see and bringing it to life.”

After getting a few more pointers from Winnie, Emma hangs up and walks through the house gathering things: plastic trash bags, stray socks, rubber bands, an old dress of her mother’s from the box of things to go to Goodwill.

She hears her mom attacking the Everlast bag in the basement. The thud of leather gloves on the bag, the rattle of chains making angry ghost sounds. The floor shakes below her feet.

“I live in a haunted house,” she says to no one.

On the kitchen table, Emma spots the digital camera her dad gave her for her birthday. A little voice tells her, You’ll need that too.

Mixed media, it’s called. Bringing all these elements together into a single work of art. She’s spent her whole life hearing about art from her parents. Passively absorbing the meaning of the color wheel, phrases like “mixed media.” Now it’s time to put all that sponged-up information to use. She’ll create something that will make them proud.

Emma goes into her room and lays the stuff out on her bed, and, at first, it seems like this random assortment of junk.


“Great going, super freak,” she says to herself, understanding the truth: there’s no way she could ever be an artist. She can’t believe she even thought she could pull this off. A girl who is good at numbers and being fastidious, but not much else. She’s about to stuff everything into the back of her closet when she hears a voice say, Not so fast.

She rearranges the things on her bed, walks around it counting by nines, moving objects from here to there, squinting so that she can barely see, like an artist’s eye is a blind eye. Then, as if by magic, the sculpture starts to take shape.

And she feels it, she truly feels it: this connection to her parents, to Winnie, to all the artists who have come before her. It’s as if she’s plugged into this art-powered party line, and now she’s being guided, inspired by some force so much bigger than herself. A force that whispers in her ear, says, Get the scissors. Get a bucket of sand. Don’t be afraid. I’ll show you what to do.

All her life she’s heard that art is done in a trance, and when she looks up at the clock two hours later, she finally gets what it means. The sculpture is laid out on the bed, nearly complete, and here she is, covered in sand and glue, pinpricks in her fingers from numerous mishaps with a sewing needle. Emma the artist.

“Dissociative episode,” she says out loud, trembling a little as she wipes the sand from her clothes, eyeing her creation with wonder, her skin prickly, a strange new hum in her ears.









Chapter 50



TESS IS STANDING IN line at the supermarket, casting an eye over the tabloids and fat Sunday papers, when she spots the irises over in the floral department. She came out to the store for bread and tea and has been throwing a random assortment of things into her cart: cat treats, a tin of cookies, low-fat balsamic dressing. She didn’t really need bread and tea, but she had to get out of the house before she drove herself crazy. All day, she’s been putting off calling Claire to tell her she can’t do the portrait. She kept herself busy with one distraction after another: cleaning the oven, working out with the heavy bag until her knuckles screamed, organizing her desk. She began each task promising herself that when she was done, she’d pick up the phone and call Claire. After dinner, she announced to Emma and Henry that she was running to the market. She even asked Emma if she wanted to come along, but Emma declined.

“I’m working on something in my room,” she said. “A project.”

“We can get ice cream after,” Tess said, thinking a little bribery just might work.


“No thanks,” Emma told her. “I really want to finish this. I can’t wait for you guys to see.”

Henry tousled Emma’s hair, said, “We can’t wait either, sweetie.”

Now, as Tess makes her way from the checkout line with the racks of magazines and candy bars to the deep purple flowers, she knows just what she’ll do. She’ll buy two bouquets, and drop by Claire’s place with one of them, tell her face-to-face. She owes her that much. Tess imagines bringing her own bunch of flowers home, setting them right out there on the table in her white vase, right out in the open. Every time she sees them, she’ll think of Claire and how brave she was to end things before they became…unmanageable.

She carries the red plastic basket with her oat-bran bread, Earl Grey tea, cookies, dressing, cat treats, and two bunches of cellophane-wrapped flowers to the checkout line, feeling purposeful. Almost giddy.

SHE PARKS IN THE gravel driveway and creeps up the railroad-tie steps to the rented house with its weathered gray shingles, clutching the irises to her, wondering if this was a good idea after all. She hesitates at the front door, considers leaving the flowers there and running.

What is wrong with you?

Her palms are sweating, greasy and slippery against the clear cellophane covering the bouquet.

What are you doing here? What are you really doing here?

But then, before she can knock or plan her next move, Claire surprises her by swinging the door open, smiling.

“I was hoping you’d come,” Claire says.

“I…,” Tess stammers. Focus. Say what you came to say and get the hell out. “I have something to tell you.”

Claire is wearing a light muslin dress. Sleeveless. Her arms are tan.


“Well, come in then. Are the flowers for me?”

Tess nods, follows Claire inside then holds the bouquet of irises out.

Named for Iris, the messenger of the gods, who, some stories say, used a rainbow to transmit messages between heaven and earth. Tess opens her mouth to tell Claire this, but stops.

Claire steps toward her, reaching for the flowers, but instead of taking the irises, she lays her hand on Tess’s, which is clinging to the damp cellophane wrapping the flowers. Claire strokes Tess’s wrist with her index finger, right at the pulse point.

And Tess knows, at this moment, that it’s all over. This woman has her. Has her in a way no one person has ever had her.

Her whole body is humming, glowing like an electric filament.

“What was it you wanted to tell me?” Claire asks, her accent thick, her voice husky.

Iris. Messenger. Rainbow.

Tess steps forward until her body is pressed against Claire’s, and she lets out a little sigh, a little “oh” sound she hadn’t meant to make, then turns her face up and kisses Claire on the mouth, tasting lipstick, flowery cigarettes, and a sweet spice she cannot name.









Chapter 51




            July 14—Cabin by the lake

            Spencer found his way back from the wilds of Maine. He hasn’t shown his face here at the cabin but he’s been around for the past week.




            He’s been sending letters to Winnie at her P.O. box in town. Letters and chocolates. Good, expensive chocolates, not the waxy kind in heart-shaped boxes from the drugstore. The letters are angry and arrogant, but also pleading and pathetic. He’s even asked her to marry him, of all delusional things!




            Winnie laughed when she read this out loud to all of us, but it was this weird, strangled-sounding laughter.




            Winnie disappeared one afternoon last week. She said she was out walking. Only later, I saw that Spencer’s wallet was gone. So I asked Winnie, “Did you see anyone on this walk of yours?” She said no, she didn’t.





            Spencer still has this asinine radio show on WSXT and every week, he dedicates a song to her, “This is for Val,” he says. And it’s always some sappy-ass love song. We all listen in the cabin and groan. This week, he played Elvis Costello’s “Don’t Let Me Be Misunderstood” and I thought we would die laughing.




            When he’s not playing songs, he’s reading poetry or rambling about nature. Sometimes he treats his listeners to some of his spirit chimes. Jesus God.
 



            This week’s topic was moose. He’d read an article about them in some wildlife magazine and decided to dedicate a show to their “magnificent beauty and strength.” Talk about making a person want to puke! Spencer read most of the article on the air, recited all these totally dull moose facts, and asked people to call in with their moose stories and that’s when I got my idea. True inspiration really is like a bolt of fucking lightning sometimes!




            I had Henry go down to the pay phone at the general store and call in. He can do this real thick Vermont accent, sounds just like his grandpa. So Henry tells this story about driving out on Route 2 real late a few weeks back and damned if he doesn’t almost run smack into this young bull moose. He gets out of the car to take a look—this old duffer, he’s lived in Vermont his whole life and has never seen one up close before. And the fucking thing talks. Henry gets to this part in the story and Spencer starts laughing, like the old guy’s telling a joke, and Henry’s like, “No, sir. You listen to me. I’m deadly serious. That moose opened its jaws and spoke.”





            “Well, what did the moose say?” asked DJ Spencer, live, on the air. We were all listening in the cabin, laughing our asses off.




            “It asked me a riddle.”




            “What was the riddle?” Spencer wanted to know.




            “You’re in a cement room with no doors or windows. All you have is a table and a mirror. How do you get out?”




            Spencer was silent. Dead air. “What’s the answer?” he asked.




            “Can’t tell you that,” said Henry-the-old-timer. “What if one day you meet the moose? Wouldn’t he be disappointed if you already knew the answer to his riddle?” Then Henry hung up. And I started work on phase two of What to Do About Spencer.
 


Henry closes the book, looks at his watch: 10:30. And still, Tess is not home from her trip to the market three hours ago. He’s tried her cell phone, but she doesn’t answer. He doesn’t even know why she has the phone—it’s always either turned off or dead because she forgets to charge it.

Henry has Emma’s old baby monitor so he can listen to his daughter sleeping back in her room. He hid the other half under her bed. He knows she’s too old for this, that she’d be horrified if she discovered he was listening to her sleep, but she’s been acting so strange today: staying in her room behind a locked door on which she’s hung a DO NOT DISTURB sign; coming out only for an odd assortment of things: a needle and thread, to use the printer in the office, a bucket of sand from her old plastic turtle sandbox.

He climbs out of the canoe, pours himself a coffee cup of merlot and wonders what’s going on with Tess. First, the grotto. The strange phone conversation he overheard. And now she’s gone missing. Should he be worried? A normal husband might have called the police by now. The wine stings the raw places where he’s been biting the insides of his cheeks.

“Screw it,” he says, rising from the canoe, shoving the baby monitor into the pocket of his jacket and heading to the main house. He grabs the key to Tess’s studio from the bowl in the entryway and heads back outside, across the lawn, floodlights blaring. He skirts the edge of the little pond, goldfish rising to kiss the surface as the mermaid taunts him: Where are you going? What are you doing?

Through the crackly receiver in his pocket, he hears Emma groan, roll over in her bed. The cement owls leer, eyes huge; the dodos chuckle. Behind him, the floodlights click off.

He hurries to Tess’s studio, fits the key into the lock by feel, opens the door and flips on the light. Safe. But feeling like a criminal. He hasn’t been in her studio in over a year, not since they were “together.” It’s an unspoken rule that this place is off-limits. It’s a Henry-free zone. Her own private clubhouse. He wishes he’d remembered the wine.

On the desk, he finds an empty tube of vermilion paint. And a brush, stained red.

Beside those is the red camping knife Tess claimed she found at the grotto. Henry picks it up. Large blade, small blade, bottle opener, spoon, and fork. Battered red handle. Suz’s. Or one exactly like hers. But originally, it was Spencer’s, wasn’t it? Taken from him when they emptied his pockets back on the side of the highway in Maine.

Henry picks up a sketchbook. Under it, the stack of Polaroids he’d been hiding in the metal toolbox. So she’s been sneaking around his studio too. Which means she knows about Suz’s journal. Maybe she’s even been reading it. Eyes still on the photos, Henry absentmindedly flips open the sketchbook. What he sees astounds him.

Suz.

Suz’s face at the center of a flower. Not one of the tame, farmers’-market-style flowers that Tess usually paints these days, but one of the old flowers. The carnivorous, toothy, dripping flowers. On the next page is a drawing of himself from that summer, bearded, young and smiling. Others of Winnie. The moose. Suz. The final drawing in the book is the most haunting: Suz in the lake. Eyes closed, sinking into the dark water.

“Jesus,” he mumbles. Outside, he hears something. A popping sound. Then another. He freezes, eyes still on the drawing.

Suz. It’s Suz.

Now a dog is barking, far off in the hills.

Is that a car door closing? Shit. That’s all he needs now, for Tess to come home and catch him here. He snaps the sketchbook closed, throws it on top of the photos, and flips off the light. He stands at the door for a moment, listening. Nothing. Or almost nothing. There’s the faintest sound of footsteps on the gravel path that weaves through the garden. And they’re coming his way.

In his pocket, Emma sleeps on through the static.

Looking around the dark studio frantically, he sees there’s no place to hide. His only hope is to open the door and make a break for it, hope she isn’t close enough to see him.

Slowly, he opens the door, heart leaping, mouth salty with blood from where his teeth have been clamped down on the insides of his cheeks. He crouches down and sneaks along the edge of the building like a burglar. When he gets to the back side, he stops and listens. Nothing. Had he imagined the footsteps?

Still crouched down, running like a soldier in battle, Henry hurries around the edge of the sculpture garden, to the driveway where he stands up straight at last. No sign of Tess or the Volvo. And no motion lights. It’s pitch black. He gets close to the one angled down from above the front door of the main house, jumps up and down to try to get it to come on. Nothing.

“Must have blown a circuit,” he says out loud, thinking that the sound of his own voice will help keep things rational.

He makes his way to the barn and checks the breaker, which is fine. He flips it off, then on. Henry pulls back the stapled-on black plastic and looks out the window. Still no lights.

He chomps down on the inside of his cheek, tells himself he should get back out there and check the lights more carefully. But somehow, the very thought of it makes his guts go cold. So much for being rational.

“Coward,” he says.

What is it that’s supposed to be out there?

In his mind, he sees the sketch of Suz in the lake, going under.

He steps toward the sliding barn door, then stops, hears Winnie’s voice in his head: In all that chaos, there are patterns. There’s no such thing as coincidence.

His fingers are on the door, but instead of opening it, he finds himself pushing the latch closed, bolting himself safely in.

He’s just had too much to drink. That’s what Tess would say. The wine’s making him jump to conclusions rather than think things through. Maybe Tess is right. Maybe it’s time to give up the drink once and for all.

He looks out the window again. It’s dark. Too damn dark. He’ll probably trip over shit if he goes out there. Break an ankle or something. It’s best to stay inside. He’ll check the lights tomorrow when he can actually see what he’s doing.

Content with this plan, he refills his coffee mug with wine, settles back into the canoe with Suz’s journal.



            July 18—Cabin by the lake

            Beautiful day today. We went skinny-dipping. Henry and I had a contest to see who could swim farthest underwater. I made it all the way to the rocks and won. Scared the shit out of poor Winnie. She thought I’d drowned. Henry and I sat on the rocks and talked about the model rockets he used to build when he was a kid. I told him I thought model rockets were sexy. He said, “Everything is sexy to you,” and kissed me on the cheek, then he slid back into the water before I could say the thing I was gonna say next. Which I guess is for the best.




            I have been working hard on the sketches for my new sculpture. But it’ll be more than a sculpture—it’s a key piece in the new plan I’ve been working on, our next mission, the biggest yet. What it is is a blind. A Trojan horse of a sort. I showed the drawings to Henry and he thinks it’ll work. Then I showed them to Tess and Winnie.
 



            “A moose?” Tess asked. “A fucking moose?”




            “I think it kicks ass,” Winnie said, leaning in and kissing me hard on the mouth.




            It’s eleven at night now. I worked all evening sorting wood, cutting pieces for the frame. In my mind, the moose is beginning to take shape. I’m thinking I might take a break from the sculpture part and do a huge, life-size painting of the moose, a sort of moose study. I can work out the dimensions, get the details right before tackling it in 3-D. I want the final product to be as realistic as possible.





            This is my favorite part of a project: the beginning. Everything seems possible. The art lives in the mind’s eye, beautiful and shimmering, some kind of holy grail you have to get to. And the act of creation is the quest. But I haven’t set out yet. I’m still just gathering supplies, visualizing the end result, all golden and perfect, infused with this kind of light that lives only in my mind. I pity anyone who is not an artist. Who doesn’t know what this feels like. This beautiful gestation.



Henry sits up, closing the book. He hears a sound on the baby monitor. He fumbles in the pocket of his jacket, turns the volume all the way up.

Emma’s awake. Talking. Whispering. Having a conversation.

She’s not alone.

Henry holds his breath. Puts the receiver to his ear, trying to make out words in the static.

They’ll burn, he hears a voice say.

But this isn’t just any voice.

It’s Suz. Crackly, faint, but Suz. He’s sure of it.

Henry stands on shaky legs, coffee cup in one hand, monitor in the other. Dropping the cup of wine, he bolts out the door, monitor in hand, heading for Emma’s room, terrified of what he might see when he gets there.

But he stops dead in his tracks, arms pinwheeling like a cartoon character who has just found himself at the edge of a cliff.

Across the yard, the little shed Tess uses as her studio, the building where he was just a trespasser, is in flames.









Chapter 52



TESS WAKES UP DISORIENTED and in complete darkness. She’s naked. Hot under a thick comforter, the sweat making the cotton stick to her like loosely wrapped bandages.

Then she remembers.

“Claire?”

She reaches over to the left side of the bed. Feels a warm pillow, but other than that, only empty space.

Tess rolls out of bed, gropes around on the floor for her things, and dresses quickly in the dark. Her body feels liquid, mercurial. Tangled in her shirt is her digital watch. She pushes the light. It’s 12:13 A.M. Shit! She can’t believe she fell asleep. How could she? What will she say to Henry and Emma?

Guilt floods over her. What has she done?

It was all so easy—the kiss, the way she let Claire lead her up the stairs to the bedroom. It felt so…inevitable. Unstoppable.

But maybe she should have stopped. Thought things through a little more.

She’s not the sort to just jump into bed with someone she hardly knows. The truth is, other than Henry, the only other person she’s slept with was her high school boyfriend.

And now here she is, slinking around in some other woman’s house, feeling more like a character in an art house movie than herself.

Stumbling her way through the dark, Tess heads out of the bedroom and down the carpeted hall on tiptoe, reaching the doors to the bathroom and office, which are both closed. She pauses a second, listening.

“Claire?” Her voice is barely above a whisper.

There’s no response. Tess puts her hand on the bathroom doorknob, starts to turn it, then is overcome by the need to get home. She needs to get away, think things through on her own before facing Claire again.

She gently releases the doorknob, and pads down the stairs. The living room and kitchen are dark.

Fumbling in her purse, Tess pulls out her keys and hurries out the front door, down the steps and to her car, where she backs down the driveway with her headlights off, feeling like a criminal who’s just barely gotten away.

TESS IS PASSING THE woods that line the road on the north side of their property when she sees it: red lights circling, flashing.

A rush of adrenaline quickens her heart even as she holds her breath, all her senses on overdrive.

The tires of the Volvo squeal as she guns it down the road to the driveway, where she loses control on the turn, nearly ramming one of the fire trucks.

Whatever has happened, I am to blame, she thinks. When you have an affair, you leave your family wide open to danger.

She makes a quick deal with God right then and there: If everyone is all right, she will break things off with Claire. She will be a better mother. She won’t leave her child unguarded. She’s not going to run off again like some hormone-crazed, love-struck teenager.

Who does she think she is? How could she forget her responsibilities, her own daughter, like that?

“Emma,” she says without even knowing she’s saying it. Her daughter’s name is like a breath. That much a part of her.

Please, God, let her be all right.

Right away, she sees her prayers are answered. Emma’s standing in her moose pajamas next to Henry in the yard, holding his hand. They’re watching the volunteer firefighters douse what’s left of her painting studio with their hoses.

“What happened?” Tess asks, running up to them over the grass. She hugs Emma fiercely.

Henry looks at her with sadness. He doesn’t seem angry or suspicious. He doesn’t ask where she’s been until after midnight.

“They think it started with a candle,” he says.

“But I wasn’t even in there today. I never lit any candle.”

“Maybe it was your daughter,” one of the firefighters suggests. He’s joined them in their little semicircle.

“She never goes near the studio,” says Tess. “She knows better. Don’t you, Em?”

Emma nods.

Tess hugs her again, pulling Emma tight against her own body, holding her there.

“You’d be surprised how long a candle can burn,” the man says. “You could have lit it yesterday.”

“I’m always careful,” Tess says.

I will be careful. From now on. My daughter is safe and I will keep my promise and be a better mother. No wild affairs or great search for all the passion missing in my life. I will not see Claire again.

“I’m kind of suffocating here, Mom,” Emma says, her voice muffled. Tess lets her go.


“Sorry.” She gives Emma an apologetic smile, watches the fireman leave them, go back over to one of the trucks.

“Pretty flowers, Mom,” Emma says, and it’s only then that Tess realizes she’s clutching the bouquet of irises, now crumpled, ruined.

“I bought them earlier today,” she says, as if Emma has asked for an explanation. “I thought it would be nice to put them on the table. Paint them maybe.”

She thinks of the matching bouquet she took Claire, how it was dropped on the floor in the front hall, forgotten once their kissing began.

Tess blushes, self-consciously raises her hand to cover her right shoulder where she knows Claire left tooth marks in her skin. She won’t be able to wear a bathing suit for a while.

“It’s okay,” she tells Henry. “It’s not as if anyone was hurt. And there weren’t many paintings in there. Just a lot of supplies. A few new sketches. It can all be replaced.”

She feels a stab of pain at the thought of the new sketches being gone. Then, she remembers the Polaroids she’d taken from Henry’s studio. Shit.

“Danner says it will be worse next time,” Emma tells them. Her arms are crossed tightly against her chest.

“What?” asks Tess.

“She says something bad is going to happen.”

“Bad in what way?” Tess asks.

Emma bites her lip, shrugs.

“Emma, before I called the fire department, I heard you talking in your room,” Henry says. “Who were you talking to?”

“Danner.”

“Is Danner ever a…real lady? That other people could see?” he asks.

Emma smiles. “She’s real now,” Emma says. “Come see.”









Chapter 53



HENRY FREEZES IN THE doorway of Emma’s room. Emma and Tess have stepped inside, Emma’s voice babbling, bright with excitement.

“It’s my sculpture,” she tells them.

Tess makes a strange gurgling sound.

Henry tries to speak, but feels like he’s been gut-punched, there’s no air left. He reaches toward Emma as if to save her, but as usual, he can save no one. He can’t even gather up the courage to step through the doorway.

There, reclining on Emma’s bed, is Suz.

Suz in rag doll form.

Her face is made from an old pillowcase, her mouth stitched up with thin red yarn. On top of her head is a blond wig: Winnie’s wig, Henry’s sure. The one she left in the bathroom to dry and could never find.

But the most disturbing thing by far is the doll’s eyes. Emma has taken close-up photos of the eye of the moose painting in the hall, blown them up, cut them out, and stitched them onto the plain white face. They’re so like Suz’s eyes: flickering amber and golden brown. Henry can almost see them move.

Emma has clothed the doll in an old sundress of Tess’s—pale gray wrinkly rayon. Underneath are leggings. And—can he be seeing this right?—his own beat-up boots tied onto its stuffed sock feet. The boots Danner was named for.

He shivers.

None of them speaks.

Emma’s rocking back and forth, from her heels to the balls of her feet, excitedly waiting for their response.

Finally, Tess, in a voice so meek it sounds completely unfamiliar, almost foreign to Henry, asks, “Is it…supposed to be anyone in particular?”

Henry holds his breath as he waits for the answer.

Emma smiles so wide her teeth glow. “It’s Danner.”









Chapter 54



“I’M NOT SURE THEY liked you,” Emma whispers, curling up against Danner, nuzzling her bunched pillowcase neck. Danner smells fresh and clean, like cedar from the little sachets her mom keeps in the linen closet. But underneath that sweet woodsy smell, there’s something damp. The slight scent of decay.

“Does it matter?” Danner asks, her voice louder, clearer than ever before.

“I wanted them to. That was kind of the whole point.”

But the truth is, now that she’s made the sculpture—turned Danner into this solid, real-life thing—Emma feels as if her project has taken on a much deeper meaning than just trying to impress her parents. She’s discovered what true art can be, and that it’s so much more important than everything else.

Emma studies her handiwork in the low red glow of the clock radio. She strokes Danner’s hair, the blond wig Emma found in the bathroom the day Winnie pulled her from the pool. Emma remembers the guilt she felt at taking the wig—how Danner was the one who insisted Emma stuff it under her shirt, carry it up to her room and hide it under the bed.


“What for?” Emma had asked, the damp wig pressed against the skin of her stomach.

“You’ll see,” Danner had promised.

Now Emma understands. Danner, whether she’s a part of Emma or not, has a way of knowing what’s going to happen next.

“You’re real now,” Emma says, holding the doll tight.

“I was always real,” Danner says.

“Yeah, but now everyone can see you.”

Emma thinks she sees Danner’s stitched mouth twitch into a grin.

She leans in and gives Danner a kiss on the cheek, which feels cool, moist, not like a pillowcase at all.









Chapter 55



“WHERE THE HELL DID she get that wig?” Tess asks.

They’re alone in the kitchen, having tried their best to convince Emma that they were genuinely pleased with her sculpture and that it was time to go to bed. They tucked her in and turned out the lights, the Danner doll nestled under the covers beside her. The Danner doll, who, Tess has to admit, looks an awful lot like Suz.

Coincidence?

There’s no such thing as coincidence, babycakes.

“It’s Winnie’s. She left it here to dry after she jumped into the pool that day.”

“Winnie’s? You mean she was wearing the wig when she jumped into the pool?”

Henry nods. “When she first came back…she thought it would be easier, safer, if she wore a disguise.”

Tess can’t believe what she’s hearing.

“So, what, are you telling me she was dressed like Suz?”

Henry nods again.

“Jesus! Is she crazy?”


Is Winnie the ghost she’s been so afraid of? The one who painted the trees and left the knife? Who’s been watching, spying, from the woods? It made perfect sense in a sickening sort of way.

And hadn’t Emma just told them that Winnie knew about her sculpture project? She’d been giving Emma advice over the phone.

“I heard them on the monitor, Tess.”

“Them?”

“Emma was talking to someone. It was Suz,” he said. “It sounded just like her.”

Tess shakes her head. “It was ten years ago, Henry. How can you be sure it was her voice?”

“I remember. I’d know it anywhere.”

Of course. Of course you would.

Tess turns away.

“And what did it say? This voice that sounded like Suz?” she asks.

“It said: They’ll burn.”

A chill overtakes Tess. “Henry, do you think—”

“Yes!” he interrupts. “That’s what I’ve been saying all along. I think Suz has found a way back. I think that maybe…maybe Danner is Suz.”

Tess lets out a breath of disappointed air. “That’s not what I was going to ask, Henry. What I want to know is if it’s possible that Emma had something to do with the fire.”

Tess hates to suggest it, hates herself for thinking it, but they’ve got to look at the evidence. The fire didn’t start itself.

“Emma? Of course not! She was asleep in her bed.”

“But she wasn’t asleep. She was awake, talking about burning something.”

Henry shakes his head. “No! I told you—that wasn’t her. It wasn’t her voice, Tess. There was someone else in the room.” His voice is desperate. Frantic.


“Were you drinking tonight, Henry?” she asks, pretending she can’t smell the wine on him.

“No. Of course not.” He’s looking over her shoulder as he says it.

They’re quiet for a minute.

“It’s been a helluva day,” Henry finally says. “I’m going to turn in.” Tess watches him leave the kitchen, walk across the driveway to the barn. The motion lights in the yard don’t come on, which is odd. She’ll have to ask him about it in the morning.

In the chaos of the fire, no one thought to ask her where she’d been until after midnight; how it was possible that a trip to the store for bread and tea had taken nearly six hours. She picks up the phone to call Claire, then remembers her promise and stops herself. No more.

She turns to straighten the kitchen instead. Busywork. She’ll be a good mother. Keep a neat and tidy house. Bake bread. Collect strawberries and rhubarb from the garden and make jam. A pie maybe. Emma loves pie.

In the morning, when she’s thinking clearly, she’ll try to put the pieces together: Emma and the Danner doll; Winnie; the voices in Emma’s room; the fire. She remembers the voice of the fireman: Maybe it was your daughter. Could it have been? Or is it possible that Henry is right: that there was someone else in the room with Emma? But who? Winnie? Had Winnie started the fire?

The one thing Tess is sure of is that she needs to keep more of an eye on Emma. Tess knows her separation from Henry has been hard on their daughter, but maybe it’s affected her more deeply than they realize. Maybe it’s time to think about sending Emma to see someone; to admit that her quirky little compulsions and imaginary friend may be signs of trouble.

Tomorrow. She’ll think about it all tomorrow. For now, she’ll straighten the kitchen, then head up to bed.

Henry’s left his jacket draped over the back of one of the chairs at the table. She picks it up to move it to the coat rack beside the front door. It smells strongly of smoke. And it’s humming. She reaches into the right pocket. The first thing she finds is a pack of cigarettes and a lighter. When had Henry started smoking again?

Next, she discovers the source of the hum: the old baby monitor is in his pocket, turned on. She smiles at the idea of Henry the responsible father, worrying over his nine-year-old daughter while she slept. The smile fades as she recalls Henry’s insistence that he heard Emma talking to Suz on the monitor.

Then, she reaches in again, feels a key. A key on a piece of red ribbon.

It’s the key to the locked door of Tess’s painting studio. The painting studio that just burned to the ground.

Be calm. Don’t jump to conclusions.

Was it possible he got the key so the firefighters could get into the studio?

No. Henry said that by the time he called them, the building was fully engulfed. The roof had collapsed just before the first truck arrived.

“No such thing as coincidence,” she says, running her fingers along the jagged teeth of the key, then placing the key in her own pocket.









Chapter 56




            July 21—Cabin by the lake

            The moose is almost finished. He’s beautiful, really. Lifelike. He’s ten feet long, a good six feet high at the shoulder. I started with a small platform built from lumber that became his legs and the bottom of his torso. Then I added a framework of curved branches to shape the rest of his body. It was kind of like building a giant cage on a table; a cage that happened to have a head with a rack of antlers.




            Today, we put on the canvas skin. I was thinking some fake fur would be a good idea, but then decided it wasn’t necessary. We’ll be using him in the dark and fur won’t matter. So instead, Henry picked up a gallon of brown paint at the hardware store. There’s a door on the left side of his body that swings open and we made his belly wide enough so that there’s room for one person to crouch inside. I’ve left slits in his neck to see through.





            We know Spencer rides his bike down Route 2 every week after his radio show. He’s got a camp set up in the woods a mile or so from the main campus. We’ve been watching him. Spying from the trees, watching him cook cans of baked beans over his pathetic little campfire.
 



            So, the plan is that we’ll put the moose along the side of the road tomorrow at midnight. He’ll ride right by. I’ll be inside and I’ll ask him the riddle.




            I almost feel sorry for the asshole. He’s going to shit a brick.



Henry closes the journal. Goes to the phone and dials Winnie’s number.

“Hello?” she says sleepily. Clearly, he woke her. He tells her about the fire. About the Danner doll.

“I think it’s Suz,” he says. “And I heard it speak earlier tonight.” He knows she’ll understand. That she’s the one person who might believe him. Regardless of what Tess thinks, Henry knows what he heard. He’s not crazy. And it wasn’t, like Tess suggested, just Emma talking to herself. There was someone else in the room. And that someone had a voice just like Suz’s.

“Emma took your wig, Winnie. She must have found it in the bathroom that day. She’s got it on the damn doll. It’s just a rag doll stitched together by a kid, but it’s so much like Suz.”

She listens. Says, “Mmm-hmm,” to show she hears and understands.

“There’s more. Before the fire, I went out to Tess’s studio. She took the photos I’d saved from the cabin, the Polaroids of all of us. And she’s been drawing images from that summer. There was a picture of Suz in the lake, going under.”


There’s silence on the other end of the line. Henry wonders if Winnie’s still there. If she’s drifted off to sleep. He bites the inside of his cheek.

“I don’t know what I’d do if you hadn’t come back,” Henry tells her, almost whispering now. “You’re the one person who understands. The only one I can talk to. And I wonder if maybe—”

“Henry,” Winnie cuts him off, suddenly sounding wide awake. “I’ve been thinking. I hate to say this, but if Suz really has found a way back, she may not have the best of intentions. Think about what really happened to her that night. What if it’s revenge she wants? You remember how vicious she could be when she was alive, think about what she might be capable of now that she’s really got nothing to lose. I loved Suz more than life itself, you know that. But I think that if she’s back, then we’re all in terrible danger. We’ve got to find a way to stop her.”









Chapter 57



TWO A.M. AND TESS lies in bed, tossing and turning, thinking over the day: Claire, the fire, the key in Henry’s pocket. And the Danner doll that Henry swears is Suz somehow. Jesus. What next?

Emma said she got the idea to do her own sculpture after working on the moose yesterday. Damn moose. Tess still can’t believe Winnie’s putting it back together—what is she up to? Weren’t they better off forgetting all about it? Leaving the poor thing to rest in peace in a pile of sticks and rotted canvas behind the cabin?

Tess remembers how he stood once, carefully erected, wooden joints aching to move, canvas skin stretched and painted, brought to life under their careful hands. A magnificent beast, Suz called him, echoing Spencer’s own words.

Now that he is back together again, a new skin on, does his body remember, in bits and snatches, like pieces of a dream, his previous incarnation?

This is something the old Tess, the Compassionate Dismantler Tess, might have believed—that the objects we create have souls, memories.


Does the moose remember Suz inside him that night, beating like a heart? They were by the side of the road. He’d ridden in a van and was lifted carefully out by the group. Tess got her fingers pinched between his back leg and the door of the van. “Bugger!” she said, letting go of the leg, making the whole moose shift.

“We’re losing him!” Henry yelped. He was beside Tess, holding the other leg, the butt of the moose resting against his chest.

“Everything okay out there?” Suz called. She and Winnie were inside the van, guiding the moose’s head and front legs.

“We’ve got it,” said Tess as she grabbed the leg again, fingers throbbing. Together they backed him out and down.

A logging truck roared by as they were unloading him, barely slowing. As if it wasn’t so strange to see a group of four people lifting a stiff moose from the back of a van and putting him by the side of the road like a mile marker or a sign warning drivers about a dangerous curve or saying FOOD AHEAD, 2 MILES.

Henry pulled the van onto the edge of a small field farther down the road. Suz opened the door in the moose’s chest and climbed inside. Quietly, they waited. Crickets chirped. Mosquitoes buzzed, landed on the moose’s back, then flew away, confused by his lack of flesh.

Then, there was word.

“He’s coming!” a shouted whisper from Henry, who was on lookout up the road. Tess ducked behind a tree as she saw Spencer rounding the bend on his bicycle, the one small headlight on the handlebars glowing dimly.

Suz shifted inside the moose. Began to call his name.

“Spen-cer,” she called, her voice low and growling. “Spencer.”

Then, Spencer slowed and finally stopped, still straddling his mountain bike. He had a black helmet on with a little rearview mirror clipped to it that made him look like a beetle with antennae. He looked utterly flabbergasted.


Tess watched, peeping from behind the tree, biting her lip to keep from laughing. Weeks of planning and here they were at last, pulling it off. She imagined the celebration they’d have later at the cabin, patting each other on the back, saying, Did you see his face?

“I have a riddle for you,” Suz said, her voice muffled and strange inside the moose. “You’re in a cement room with no door or windows. All you have in the room is a mirror and a table. How do you escape?”

Spencer clung to his bicycle and stared in disbelief. He was being asked a riddle by a moose. These things don’t happen every day.

Tess thought that the moose, as beautiful as he was, surely couldn’t have looked that realistic to Spencer, even in the dark. But maybe it didn’t matter. He was held there, transfixed by the absurdity of the sight before him.

A mosquito landed on Tess’s arm. Not wanting to move, she let it stay there, fattening itself on her blood.

“Answer the riddle, Spencer!” bellowed the moose.

He stood in silence for a few seconds, then jumped back on his bicycle.

“Wrong answer!” the moose told him. “Winnie!” Suz called and out of the woods stepped Winnie with the gun.

Spencer seemed almost relieved to see her, and then, as it slowly dawned on him that there was a gun pointed at his head, he looked worried. Suz swung open the door in the moose’s chest and climbed out.

Tess came out from her hiding place. What the fuck was this? This was not part of the prank they’d planned. They were just supposed to let him ride off, confused and maybe a little terrified. She rubbed at the bite on her arm that itched like mad.

“Henry, go get the van,” Suz ordered. “When he gets back, we shove Spencer and the bike in.”

No one moved.


“What are you going to do to me?” Spencer asked.

“You couldn’t answer the riddle, so you’re being kidnapped,” she said. “And held for ransom.”

“You’ve gotta be kidding,” Spencer said.

“Shut up!” Winnie said, putting the barrel of the rifle right against his head.

“This wasn’t part of the plan,” Tess argued. She looked at Suz, said, “We weren’t supposed to kidnap him! We were just going to scare him, that’s what you said.”

“Great art is all about improvisation,” said Suz.

Tess rolled her eyes, then looked to Henry, who was standing frozen, keys in his hand. “Tell her, Henry. Tell her this is too fucking much.”

Stand up to her for once. Choose me this time.

Henry sucked in his cheeks, studied the ground, then walked down the road toward the van.

She had her answer.

Shit. Here she was, pregnant, in love with a man who clearly loved someone else. Fucking hopeless.

Tess made up her mind then to pack up and go. Not tell Henry about the pregnancy, just sneak off and get an abortion, see if she could still get into grad school at the Rhode Island School of Design. She was sick and fucking tired of playing second fiddle to the almighty Suz. It was time to get a clue and move on.

Henry backed the van up the road, the reverse lights coming at them like angry eyes.

“Now,” Suz ordered, “let’s get the moose and prisoner into the van and get the fuck out of here before someone comes along.”

The moose was lifted again, into the back of the Love Machine. Spencer sat beside him, worriedly picking at a small tear in the moose’s leg. Winnie was crouched, gun across her lap, watching over them, daring either Spencer or the moose to try to escape.

“Val, this is stupid,” Spencer said.


“Her name is Winnie, asshole!” Suz snapped.

Henry started the van. Tess sat in the passenger seat beside him, turned so that she could see the others in the back.

“You should have answered the fucking riddle,” Winnie said, and for a second, she looked almost sorry. Then she raised the gun to Spencer’s head and smiled. Tess held her breath. Suz kissed Winnie on the mouth, slipped a hand down into her shirt and fondled her breast, watching Spencer, laughing.









Chapter 58



THE CLOCK ON THE dashboard says 10:21 A.M. as Winnie downshifts to get up the hill, navigates her way over the rocks and ruts in four-wheel drive. The pickup can handle a rough ride, but the sheet of window glass she’s got wrapped up in the bed cannot.

She’s thinking about everything Henry told her on the phone last night: the fire in Tess’s studio, the Danner doll that looks just like Suz. In the back of her mind, she hears Suz say, There’s no such thing as coincidence.

Winnie pulls up next to the cabin, turns off the truck, brushes the hair from the blond wig out of her face, and hops out of the cab. She begins unwrapping the glass and sees that it made the trip from the hardware store in one piece. Good news. She’ll have the window fixed by lunchtime.

“I’ve got a riddle for you.” The voice, muffled but firm, coming from just behind her.

Winnie turns toward the moose sculpture, every hair on her body raised.

“Four college friends form a subversive art group ten years ago.” Winnie stands frozen as a man steps out from behind the moose. He’s wearing khaki trousers, a blue polo shirt, and hiking boots. His hair is short, more gray than brown.

“The funny thing is,” he continues, “all of their records disappear. There’s no history of them ever having attended Sexton College. But it wasn’t that long ago. People remember. Other students. Faculty. They remember a group called the Compassionate Dismantlers. I talked to one man, a Professor Berussi, who remembered the group quite well. He’s down in Florida now, teaching at a community college. He told me an interesting story about how he got fired from Sexton.”

Winnie holds her breath.

“But what’s even more interesting to me at this point is what happened to these four students after they left Sexton. Their leader seems to have dropped off the face of the earth after graduation. And the ex-boyfriend of one of the members kills himself ten years later after getting a postcard that seems to be from someone in the group. So what’s going on, Val? Or should I call you Winnie?”

“Winnie’s fine,” she says.

“I’m Bill Lunde,” he tells her, holding out his hand to shake.

Winnie takes his hand, shakes. Her own hand trembles a little and she prays he doesn’t notice.

“I was hired to look into the death of Spencer Styles,” Bill says. “Which, in a suicide, really means looking into his life. His family wants answers. Closure.”

Winnie nods.

“What’s with the disguise?” he asks.

Shit.

“It’s an interesting choice. Going around town dressed as your ex-lover.” Bill pulls out the old Sexton catalog with the photo of Suz and her giant wooden man on the cover.

There’s a little whistling sound as Winnie has a sharp intake of air. She feels a stabbing pain in her chest. Panic in its purest form. Certain animals die from panic. Little rodents. Shrews. Voles.

She says nothing.

“It’s my job to find these things out,” Bill says. He doesn’t sound especially proud of himself, just as if he’s stating a simple fact. “I know about you and Suz. In fact, I know everything you’ve done since you left Vermont that summer. I know you got fired from your job at the 7-Eleven for stealing over-the-counter medications. And I know about the hospitalizations.”

He says this last word slowly, emphasizing each syllable. He’s talking to her, she realizes, like she’s a crazy person. A little dim-witted from meds, not in touch with reality.

“What I don’t know is why you came back here.”

He stares at her, waiting.

“Not that it’s any of your business, but I got a postcard,” she tells him, her voice as level as she can make it. “Sent from Vermont. My stepmother forwarded it to me.” She reaches into her purse and pulls out the tattered card, handing it over. Bill Lunde studies it, nodding.

“I decided to come back here. To try to figure out what was going on. Who might have sent the postcard. When I heard about Spencer, getting to the bottom of all this seemed even more important.”

“And what did you learn?” Bill asks.

Winnie shakes her head. “Not much. Henry and Tess didn’t get postcards, which I thought was strange.”

Bill nods again, apparently agreeing. “So where’s Suz?” he asks.

The stabbing panic pain in her chest moves up into her throat, constricting her vocal chords.

“I don’t know. We all stayed here for a while after graduation, then went our separate ways. Suz said she was heading out to California. San Francisco, I think.”


“And you never heard from her again? Never tried to find her?”

Winnie shakes her head. No. She didn’t.

Bill pulls out his wallet, removes a card, and scribbles something on the back before handing it over. BILL LUNDE, PRIVATE INVESTIGATOR. Then a cell phone number. On the back, he’s written Alpine Motor Court, room 7 and the phone number there.

“Call me if you decide there’s anything else you’d like to share. I’ll be in town for the next few days. I’ve got more digging to do.”

She forces a smile. “Sure. If I think of anything,” she tells him, dropping the card into her purse and watching him navigate his way back down the driveway on foot.

He’ll be back, babycakes.

“I know,” Winnie whispers. “I’ll be ready.”









Chapter 59



“WHAT HAPPENED TO YOUR hand?” Erin LaBlanc asks. Vanessa Sanchez is standing beside her and they’re behind Mel and Emma, in line for the early matinee. It seems like half their class decided to come to the movies today, which is making Emma squirm in her skin. Mel’s already gotten the Captain Smellville salute half a dozen times and she’s got her little notebook out, filling pages with dashes, dots, Xs and Os.

“Let’s just go,” Emma whispers to Mel.

Mel ignores her, keeps on scribbling in her ratty little notebook.

“Are you deaf now too, DeForge?” Erin asks, leaning so that her face is right next to Emma’s. Her breath smells like grape bubble gum.

“I’d be more careful if I were you,” Mel warns, still not looking up from her notebook. “Emma here’s kind of like a mad dog—you never know what she’ll do next.”

Vanessa snorts. “Right,” she says.

“Really,” Mel goes on. “She went nuts and put her hand through a window. You should have seen it. Blood everywhere!”


Emma’s body stiffens.

“Really?” Vanessa asks, staring at the bandages wrapped around the knuckles of Emma’s right hand.

“It was an accident,” Emma says, wishing the line would move a little faster. She wants to get into the air-conditioned darkness, slouched in a padded folding seat with her Twizzlers and popcorn. She has a special way of eating each Twizzler in nine bites. And she sits with her feet tucked under her so they don’t touch the floor that’s sticky with god-knows-what.

“Demon possession,” Mel says. Emma cranes her neck, looks at the concession stand in the next room as if she’s seriously focused on the price of popcorn. Everything ends with the number 9. $1.59. $4.89.

“What are you talking about, Smellville?” Vanessa asks.

“I’m just saying it happens sometimes. Like in The Exorcist. One minute, you’re innocently playing with a Ouija board you find in the attic, the next you’re speaking ancient languages and puking green slime everywhere.”

“Gross!” Erin gives a visible shiver.

“Tell me about it,” Mel says.

“So, Emma, are you supposed to be possessed by the devil now?” Erin asks.

Emma’s up next at the counter, so she ignores the question. “One, please,” she says, passing a crinkled five-dollar bill under the Plexiglas window.

“For what movie, dear?” the old woman behind the plastic ticket window asks. Emma’s mind goes blank. She stares up at the movie titles, but the letters are jumbled. Only the numbers seem clear.

“The one o’clock,” Emma says, squinting at the sign. “The animal movie.”

“Nah, it’s not the devil,” Mel tells the other girls behind her. “She’s possessed by Danner.”


“What’s a danner?” Erin asks.

Emma’s skin gets all prickly, as if there are bugs under it. Little microscopic ones crawling in and out of her pores.

Emma walks over to the concession stand, orders a Coke, Twizzlers, and a small popcorn, no butter. Behind her, the three girls are snickering together. Mental, she hears one of them say.

How could Mel, of all people, betray her? Captain Smellville herself, who wears fake glasses, cuts her own hair, and never takes showers. It’s not as if she’s got other girls busting down her door, begging her to hang out with them. She and Emma have always been best friends—the two odd girls out, destined to stick together, no matter what.

Emma heads down the carpeted hallway, past the bathrooms and through the double doors into theater 2. It’s crowded with kids, laughing, throwing popcorn. She sees a lot of faces she knows from the elementary and middle school. Dicky Jarvis is there—his mom is the accountant for DeForge Painting.

Emma likes to sit in the very back row, but all the seats are taken. She finds three open ones toward the middle and darts into one of them, not sure if Mel will be able to find her, secretly hoping she won’t. She tucks her feet under her and puts her head down, studying the ingredients listed on the Twizzler package: corn syrup, wheat flour, sugar, cornstarch, artificial flavors and colors. A low-fat candy, it says. She opens the wrapper, takes out the first one and puts it in her pocket. There are ten in a package and she never eats the first one. Bad luck.

The lights go down. The sound comes on, crackly and too loud, giving a message about turning off cell phones, not talking during the movie. Be considerate, says a man’s voice, booming in her ears. Be considerate.

“There you are,” Mel says, plopping into the seat beside her. Emma doesn’t answer. She keeps her eyes focused on the screen. Previews. Some robot movie that looks like it might be okay, if you like robots, which Emma really doesn’t. Emma feels for the single Twizzler in the pocket of her jeans, thinks of giving it to Mel, but begins to pick it apart instead. Mel’s shoving handfuls of popcorn into her mouth, letting kernels fall onto the floor. It’s gross. Definitely not considerate.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Mel whispers, her mouth full of half-chewed popcorn. Emma keeps her eyes on the screen. “You’re wishing it was her here instead of me.”

“What?” Emma asks. “Who?”

The movie’s begun now. Someone behind her says, “Shhh!”

“Your stupid doll,” Mel says. “Maybe you two should go out on a date. Make out or something.” Mel shoves another handful of popcorn in.

So that’s what this is about. Danner. Emma should have guessed. Mel’s been acting strange since Emma showed the sculpture to her just before they left for the movies.

“What the hell is this supposed to be?” Mel had asked.

“It’s art. A sculpture.”

“It’s creepy as shit, Em. Who’s it supposed to be?”

Emma bit her lip.

Mel shook her head. “No way. You did not go and turn your invisible friend into a giant-ass voodoo doll.”

Emma shrugged. They went downstairs, got into Emma’s mom’s car, and headed to the movies without speaking another word.

Emma rips at the Twizzler in her pocket, which is now in sticky shreds.

“Excuse us,” Vanessa says as she squeezes by, toward the two empty seats at the end of the row.

Great. Just great. Emma looks down at the red exit signs to the right and left of the screen, wondering if it’s possible to make an escape.

Emma can’t focus. The movie is stupid anyway. Animals doing martial arts. Right. The panda bear gets hit in the crotch and the theater explodes into laughter. Emma closes her eyes.

Someone pinches her arm. “Ow!” she yelps.

“Shh!” hisses the woman behind her.

The skin on Emma’s arm is twisted this time, what everyone calls an Indian burn when there aren’t adults around, and she doesn’t need to look to see who’s doing it. Danner. Emma looks anyway, shakes her head. No.

“Go away,” she whispers.

“You go away! It was your idea to come to the stupid movies anyway!” Mel says.

“Not you,” Emma whispers.

“If you can’t be quiet, I’m going to get the manager to kick you out,” says the woman behind them.

Danner laughs. She’s wearing Emma’s lime green bathing suit, swimming goggles, and Emma’s mom’s white rubber bathing cap with flowers on it.

Emma thinks that maybe if she doesn’t look at her for long enough, Danner will go away. She focuses her eyes on the screen, but can’t tell what’s going on. It’s all just colors and shapes, none of it making sense. Maybe she needs glasses. She sinks down into her seat, closes her eyes.

Beside her, Danner makes a wet, sucking sound. Slime through a straw. Mucus in the back of a throat. There’s a rasping gurgle and Emma closes her eyes tighter, starts rocking in her seat.

This is not happening. Not here.

It’s your imagination, she tells herself.

She remembers Danner’s words: Everything you have is mine.

“If we’re the same, then I created you and I can make you go away,” she whispers.

Then the smell hits her. Rot. Stagnant water. Something long dead pulled from the bottom of a well: a lost kitten, a baby no one wanted.


Stop it, she tells herself. Enough.

“Go away,” she whispers to Danner. “This isn’t funny anymore.”

“Damn right it isn’t,” Mel says.

“Shh!” scolds the woman behind them.

Emma covers her nose and mouth with her hand. Feels her stomach churn, the Twizzlers and popcorn dangerously close to coming back up. She opens her eyes a little, squints at the warm glow of the exit signs, imagines pushing through one of them into the cool, brick alley behind the theater. But in order to get there, she’d have to go past Danner.

Her arm is being pinched again, the skin just below the wrist bone grabbed and twisted. She looks down. Sees a pale hand, whiter than white, skin loose and sticking to the skin of her own arm, which Emma jerks away. Danner’s skin is still stuck to Emma’s arm, flapping like tiny, pale flags. Danner reaches for Emma again with her hand, which is just raw, oozing flesh.

Emma screams and lunges out of her seat. She trips on Mel’s legs and goes down, hitting her face on the seat in the row in front of them, landing on the floor, tacky with spilled soda, butter-flavored oil, and grime. She screams again. The hand reaches for her, doesn’t let go this time. Emma clamps her eyes shut tight—it’s pulling her up, toward its body. She kicks, claws, lashes out at the creature grabbing hold of her. This is not Danner, this thing. This cannot be Danner.

She’s stuck upside down in the inner tube again, her head underwater.

Everything you have is mine.

She hears voices coming at her in waves and ripples, a steady hum of words: parents, doctor, hurt, friend. Then she hears someone say, Danner. She opens her eyes. It’s Mel’s face above her; Mel’s hand on her arm. Vanessa and Erin are there, and a movie theater employee with a flashlight.

It’s not until they’ve led her into the bright sunlit lobby, framed posters of coming attractions looking on, that she notices Mel’s face. It’s all scratched up. So is her arm. One of the girls from the concession stand is handing Mel a cold cloth.

The old woman who sells the tickets is there, along with a portly guy in a tight blue suit who is asking for Emma’s name and phone number. Emma feels as if she’s still stuck underwater, and everyone else is way up at the surface, looking down. The words take a long time to reach her. If she opens her mouth, she’s sure all that will come out will be sad little bubbles, no sound.

“Emma DeForge,” Erin says. “I don’t know her number, but she lives in Langley on Route 2. She’s a total mental case. For real.”

“Oh my god,” Vanessa cries. “Look. She peed herself!”

No, Emma wants to explain. I’m just wet from the water. From being under the water.

The manager guy in the suit pats Emma’s arm lightly, barely touching it. “Do you have a history of seizures, hon?”

Emma shakes her head.

“Don’t worry. I’m going to call your parents,” he tells her, departing to an office in the back. She wants to ask him not to, to follow him into the office and say, See, my parents are splitting up and if you call them, if they hear about this, then that’ll be the final straw, so please don’t, they don’t need a crazy daughter right now. But the guy is gone, the office door closed. The old woman and the concession girl are staring at her with pity on their faces. Erin and Vanessa are whispering, shaking their heads. Vanessa takes a cell phone out of her purse, punches in a number, and says into it, “Hey, I’m at the movies and you are not going to believe what just happened…”

Emma looks at Mel, at the ragged red scratches covering her face and arm. Then she looks down at the tips of her own fingers, sees blood there under her neatly trimmed nails.

“Let me guess,” Mel says, taking a step back, away from Emma, her face twisted with fear and disgust. “Danner made you do it.”









Chapter 60



“WHAT WAS SPENCER’S ROLE in the group?” Bill asks.

They’re sitting at the kitchen table. Tess has made them coffee. Put out some fancy European cookies from a blue tin, cookies she picked up at the market yesterday, just before seeing the flowers. Just before her decision to go see Claire.

Stop. Don’t think about that. Focus.

The trick, she thought, was not to treat Bill as an inquisitor, but as a guest.

“Cream?” she asks, holding the little ceramic pitcher. He shakes his head.

When Bill showed up unexpectedly just after Tess dropped the girls off at the movies, Tess instantly recognized him as the man who’d been watching her at the farmers’ market Saturday. If he’d been furtively following her around town he must think she had something to hide. And if he’s been up to the college, there’s no telling how much he knows already. He’s calling them a group, but hasn’t actually mentioned the Compassionate Dismantlers yet, which Tess takes as a good sign.

“Spencer wasn’t ever really a part of the group,” Tess says, remembering Suz’s own words: A lie works best if there’s a piece of truth woven into it. “He was kind of in the background. Not a key player.”

“Not. A. Key. Player.” Bill writes the quote down in his little notebook, nodding.

Tess glances at her watch—1:15. She adds a spoonful of sugar to her coffee even though she doesn’t take sugar. Her nervous hands need something to do. She stirs a little too long, the spoon chinking against the heavy ceramic mug.

“I understand you had a little fire here last night,” Bill says, looking up from his notes. His eyes are pure pale blue, like the sky.

His question throws her off. This is not something she practiced for.

“My studio was destroyed,” Tess says. “The firemen think it started from a candle I left burning.”

“So they don’t suspect arson?”

“Arson! No. Not at all. It was an accident.”

Bill nods. “Do you know all of your motion lights are broken?”

“I’m sorry?” Tess is outmaneuvered. Just like that.

“Shattered. Shot out maybe. Or they could have been broken by someone throwing rocks. Someone with excellent aim.” He gazes at her, waiting.

Sweat forms at her hairline and on her upper lip.

Shot out maybe. Someone with excellent aim.

Tess closes her eyes, sees Suz going under. Henry diving in after her. When she opens them again two seconds later, Henry is there, in the kitchen, not dripping wet from the lake, but dressed in painting clothes. Good, dependable Henry who has been out with a crew.

“Henry,” Tess all but gasps. “This is Bill. Bill Lunde. The private investigator Spencer’s family hired.”


Henry nods. “We’ve met.” Henry gives Bill his hand to shake.

“Oh, sorry,” Tess says, flustered. “Of course you have.”

“What would you say Spencer Styles’s role in the Compassionate Dismantlers was?” Bill asks.

Tess takes in a sharp, panicked breath. Okay, she tells herself. So he knows about the Dismantlers. It’s not the end of the world.

Not yet.

Henry stands back against the counter, bracing himself.

“Spencer was not a key player,” Henry tells him.

Bill just stares at him, then moves his eyes to Tess. He makes a show of writing the words in his little notebook: “Not. A. Key. Player.”

“It wasn’t much of a group, really,” Henry adds.

“What’s that?” Bill asks.

“The Compassionate Dismantlers. Suz came up with the name. But what we really were was a group of friends making art together. Nothing formal. Nothing too organized.”

Bill nods, closes his notebook, stands up. “Thank you both for your time. I can see myself out,” he tells them.

“Jesus,” Tess hisses in an angry whisper once Bill’s gone. “He didn’t believe a fucking word we said! We’re screwed!”

“You don’t know that,” Henry says.

“Damn. Damn!” Tess says. “We should have been more prepared.”

Henry looks down at his shoes.

“Did you know the lights are broken?” she asks.

“What lights?”

“The security lights. Outside. Bill says they’ve all been shot out. Or broken with rocks.”

Henry’s face grows pale.

The phone rings and they both jump.

“I’ll get it,” Tess says. As she’s reaching for it, she watches as Henry opens the sliding door in the kitchen and steps out onto the patio.


“Hello?” she says.

“Mrs. DeForge?” A man’s voice.

“Yes.”

“My name is David Macallister. I’m the manager of the Star Theater.”

Tess watches Henry moving around the yard, looking up at the lights, bending down to study the ground, looking more frightened by the second.

“I’m afraid there’s been some trouble with your daughter.”









Chapter 61



HE’S FINGERING THE THICK shards of broken lightbulb on the walkway, looking up at the light mounted above the front door, when he sees it. There, up in Emma’s bedroom window, a figure with blond hair looks down at him. Smiles and waves.

His heart comes up into his throat, making his breath wet and whistley, his lungs desperate for air.

He looks down at his hand, sees he’s gripped the shards of glass so tightly that they’ve cut open his palm. Dropping the glass, he goes through the front door, past Tess, who has her bag slung over her shoulder.

“I have to go get Em,” she says. “The manager of the movie theater just called. He said she had some sort of…episode.”

“Episode?” Henry repeats, stopping. He’s at the foot of the stairs, hand on the railing.

“I don’t know much. He insists she’s fine now, but I’m going to go get her.”

“Okay,” he tells her, starting up the stairs.

“Henry, your hand is bleeding,” she calls after him.

He grunts a “Nothing serious” back to her and takes the stairs two at a time. The front door closes behind him. He reaches the carpeted hallway. Hears Tess start the Volvo in the driveway. Taking a left into the bathroom, he unrolls a few feet of toilet paper and quickly wraps up his bleeding hand. Good enough for now.

Stepping back into the hallway, he sees that the door to Emma’s bedroom is closed. The DO NOT DISTURB sign is up again.

Maybe he should heed the warning. DO NOT DISTURB.

“Fuck that,” Henry mumbles, trying the doorknob. If it’s locked, he’ll break it down. But the knob turns easily in his toilet-paper-wrapped hand. He bites down on the inside of his left cheek and swings the door open, into the room.

He lets go of the doorknob, sees he’s left it sticky with blood. The toilet paper is soaked through, beginning to disintegrate.

“Hello?” he calls from the doorway, leaning in but not yet stepping across the threshold.

Nothing. The room is empty.

The computer at Emma’s desk is on, bright little creatures bounce and scamper across the glowing screen. Fragments of tinkly, happy music are playing in a loop. One of Emma’s damn games.

Henry holds his breath, steps into the room. Turning to the right, he glances into the open closet. Nothing but clothes on hooks and hangers, a pile of shoes, a milk crate of abandoned stuffed animals and toys. Everything in perfect order. A little too perfect.

The endless music on the computer game is torturous and Henry steps over to the desk and uses the mouse to close the game. She’s got another program open behind it. It’s an online health-information site—an article about hallucinations. He scans it, his eyes falling on the lines: Patients suffering from psychotic disorders such as schizophrenia frequently experience hallucinations. Hallucinations can also occur in patients as the result of stress or exhaustion.


Does Emma think she’s seeing things? And more important, what is it she thinks she’s seeing?

Stepping away from the computer, Henry moves into the center of the room, studies the empty bed, neatly made. There, on the far side of it, as if she’d just tumbled off the bed, is the Danner doll, facedown on the floor, under the window.

“Jesus,” he gasps, frozen in place.

A drop of blood falls from his hand onto the carpet.

Just a doll. Only a doll.

Bullshit. It’s a doll that speaks. Can get up and wave.

He hears Tess’s voice in his head, her constant refrain: You’re overreacting, Henry.

“Right,” he tells this imaginary Tess. “I’m sure it’s just stress and exhaustion.”

Every muscle in his body is flooded with the urge to run. Get the fuck out of there. Forget all about the wave from the window. Go back into the bathroom and clean up his hand, get some real bandages on, leaving the door to Emma’s room shut tightly behind him. DO NOT DISTURB.

But no. Henry forces himself to step forward. He nudges the doll’s torso with his foot. Solid. Unmoving.

Or almost unmoving.

He’s sure her right arm twitches a little. The hands are a pair of Tess’s old canvas gardening gloves stained green. He steps back, kicks the doll harder this time. No movement. But damn, the thing is solid.

Just a doll, Henry tells himself.

He takes in a breath, drops down to his knees, and places a hand on its shoulder and feels the slightest quiver, a thrum, like electricity.

He snatches his fingers away.

“Fuck!”


He bends down again, forcing himself to touch the thing, to roll it over. It’s solid. Like an actual flesh-and-blood person. Only heavier somehow. Like dead weight. At last, the doll flips, its neck twisting, head following along so that the eyes are looking up at last. But the eyes do not seem to gaze blankly at the ceiling. The eyes are looking straight at Henry.

He jumps back, letting out a little yelp.

“Daddy?”

Emma has come into the room behind him.

Henry backs slowly away from the Danner doll thing, turns to face his daughter. Her face is red and puffy, the bandages on her hand are coming unraveled.

“What are you doing here?” he asks, his voice sharp, accusatory. Emma takes a step back, frightened. He softens his voice. “Mom just left to pick you up.”

“I got a ride. From Winnie.”

“Winnie? What was she doing there?”

“I called her. From the movie theater. She was in town doing errands anyway, so it wasn’t a big deal.”

“Well, your mom’s gonna freak when she realizes you’re not there. The manager from the movie theater called here.”

Emma’s chin starts to quiver. “I was hoping he wouldn’t get through. I didn’t want to bug you guys. It was nothing, really. And Winnie…she’d told me to call her anytime, if I ever needed anything.”

Henry nods. “I’ll handle your mother,” he promises, trying to make his voice as level as he can. “So what happened at the movies?” he asks.

“I guess I kind of fainted or something,” she says. “Um, Dad?”

“Yeah?” his eyes shift nervously toward the doll.

“You’re kind of bleeding all over my room.”

“Sorry,” he says, looking down at his hand, scraps of bloody toilet paper hanging from it. “I had a little accident outside.”


“Twins,” she says, holding up her own bandaged hand, giving him a weak smile.

“Your doll,” Henry says, “why is it so heavy?” His mouth is sticky, making it hard to talk.

“Sand,” Emma tells him. “I filled her with Ziploc bags of sand. From my old sandbox.”

Everything in Emma’s room gets dark and wavy. Henry hears himself speak in some other dimension: We’ve got to weight her down. So she won’t float.

“Dad, are you all right?”

He can’t answer. He’s underwater again. And this time, the Danner doll is down there with him.









Chapter 62



EMMA IS ON HER hands and knees, dabbing a Q-tip soaked in hydrogen peroxide onto the spots of blood her dad left on her carpet. What had he even been doing in her room anyway? And how did Danner get on the floor?

“He didn’t hurt you, did he?” she asks Danner, who’s back up on the bed now.

The doll is silent.

Emma goes back to cleaning the rug. When the hydrogen peroxide hits the blood, it bubbles and takes the stain away. Then she scrubs the spot with a clean, damp cloth.

Her head is pounding. Even now that she’s showered and changed her clothes, she still feels dirty. Her parents’ voices in the kitchen come up through the floor, muffled, but clear enough for her to get the gist of what they’re arguing about. She hears her name again and again.

Leaving Danner, the Q-tips, peroxide, and drops of blood, she sneaks out into the hall and makes her way to the top of the stairs where she crouches, listening.

“I’m not talking about shock treatments or anything, Henry,” her mom says. “I’m just saying she needs to be evaluated. We can’t ignore her behaviors any longer. Especially not now that they’ve become…dangerous.”

“Emma’s not dangerous,” her dad says.

“She attacked Mel, Henry. They said she was hysterical. Screaming. Rolling around on the floor. She wet her pants, for God’s sake. Think how humiliated she must have been! Maybe it’s not psychiatric. Maybe there’s something neurological going on, seizures or something. You’re the one who’s been fixated for years on her obsession with Danner—what if Danner is some kind of, I don’t know, symptom?”

“It’s not a doctor she needs,” her dad says.

“Well, what do you propose? A shaman? An exorcist maybe? Jesus, Henry. Our little girl is sick! If she had a broken arm, you’d be rushing her to the ER. This is no different. You need to start taking this seriously.”

“I am taking it seriously,” her dad says.

“We’re not just talking about an imaginary friend anymore. We’re talking violent behavior, the possibility that she set the fire…”

“Emma didn’t start the fire.”

“I know you want to protect her, Henry. I know you do, God knows I do too. But if she needs help, it’s just going to make things worse.”

“That’s not it.” Her dad sighs.

“Mel told me what really happened out at the cabin. How could you lie to me like that? Is there anything else you’re not telling me?”

“There’s nothing else.”

“Doesn’t the fact that Emma put her fist through a window and claimed to have no memory of doing it concern you? Jesus! How could you not share that with me? I’m her mother, for Christ sakes!”


Emma hears the sound of a chair scraping on the tiled floor.

“It was an accident,” her dad says.

“Mel told me Emma was watching you through the window. You and Winnie. What did Em see, Henry? What did Emma see that would make her so angry she’d punch through a window?”

“Nothing,” her father says, his voice high and tight, like a little boy’s.

“And why the hell would Emma call Winnie, not us, from the theater? Worse than that—why would Winnie pick her up without checking in with us?”

“I don’t know any more about it than you do, Tess. I’m sorry.”

There’s silence, then more sounds of chairs being moved, cups being put in the sink. Sometimes, when her mom gets mad, she starts cleaning and doing dishes. When her mom puts on her rubber gloves and gets out the Comet, Emma knows it’s time to duck and run.

Emma retreats back down the hall to her room. Behind her, she hears her mom say she’s going out. The front door slams. The Volvo starts in the driveway.

“My mom thinks I’m going crazy,” she tells Danner. “She thinks I set the fire in her studio.”

“Did you?” Danner asks.

Emma shakes her head. “Of course not.”

“Are you sure?” Danner asks.

Emma bites her lip and thinks. If her hand hadn’t been cut, she would have been sure that she couldn’t have really put her hand through the window. And until seeing Mel’s face and arm all scratched up today, she would never have believed that she would ever do anything to hurt her best friend.

“I don’t know what to think anymore,” Emma confesses.

Danner smiles. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”









Chapter 63



TESS ISN’T SURE THE Volvo will make it up the logging road, so she parks at the bottom and hikes up. It’s steeper and farther than she remembers, but she takes pleasure in her aching legs and labored breathing.

When she gets back home, she’ll call the pediatrician and make an appointment to take Emma in. He’ll know what sort of tests to do; what evaluations might be needed. They’ve got to get a handle on this thing before it gets any worse.

And maybe Henry’s right—maybe Emma didn’t have anything to do with the fire.

She remembers what Bill said about the broken lights: someone with excellent aim. In her mind, she sees Winnie leaning out of the window of Henry’s old van with her gun, taking aim, firing at some impossibly far-off target, which she hit every time. The world’s only poet sniper! Suz would say.

When Tess crests the hill and catches sight of the old cabin, sees the moose standing guard, she thinks maybe the journey was not just upward, but backward, through time. She’s twenty-two all over again. In love with her life, with the possibilities it holds.


She’ll swing open the door to the cabin and find Henry with shaggy hair and beard, Winnie with her rifle, and Suz throttling a bottle of tequila, laughing but sincere, promising them that the only way to really love a thing is to undo it, unwind it, break it down, tear it the fuck up.

The cats encircle her as she gets to the door; a living, mewing, purring moat she must cross. She bends down to touch them: little Tasha, Carrot, so many others whose names she doesn’t know. It was a miracle they had survived, and if this miracle had occurred, why not another?

She stands. Keeps moving while the cats rub against her ankles, the low drone of their purrs reminding her of the sound Suz used to make when she was painting or sculpting: the static noise.

Tess jogs up the steps and doesn’t knock, just pushes the door open and walks inside, half thinking she might catch up with the past if she hurries.

What she sees makes her gasp, believe in the impossible. Suz is sitting at the table, writing in a journal. Blond hair, silk tunic, combat boots. She looks up, startled. Then she gives a wink.

“I’ve been wondering when you were going to show up, Tess,” she says.

And Tess wants to run, screaming, but she’s held to the spot by the idea that it’s somehow more frightening to leave. Like the cats are guarding the door, vicious beasts with foaming mouths and fangs.

Everything in the cabin is eerily the same. The four chairs are set up around the table, the white ceramic dishes stolen from the Sexton cafeteria are stacked on the shelves. There’s even a pack of Drum tobacco on the table, next to an ashtray.

Tess’s eyes search the back corner of the kitchen for the dreaded aquarium, but it’s gone. Thank god.

She hears the static noise again, this time in her own head: a radio tuned to a place between stations.


Neither here nor there.

Not present. Not past.

Tess steps forward, closer to Suz, thinking that if she moves, the sound in her head will go away.

Up close, she sees that this is not Suz at all. Just the idea of Suz.

Winnie in disguise.

“I want you to leave my family alone,” Tess tells Winnie, remembering at last why she came. Her voice sounds strong and even, which surprises her. “If I catch you trespassing on my land, going anywhere near my little girl, I’ll shoot you myself. Do you understand?”

Winnie nods. The blond wig slips a little.

“You’re pathetic,” Tess tells her. “I don’t know what you could have been thinking, sending those postcards, coming back here to the cabin. What did you possibly have to gain?”

Winnie shakes her head. “You’ve got it wrong.”

“If I find out you had anything to do with the fire in my studio, or that you snuck into my daughter’s room that night—”

“No! I wasn’t anywhere near your house, Tess. I would never do anything like that to you or Emma. I adore Emma!”

Tess takes in a breath, tries to see through the bright white glare of rage. Her hands are clenched into aching fists, her fingernails clawing her palms.

“You come near Emma again and I will kill you.”

“Tess, if you’ll just sit down a minute and listen. Something’s going on. I think…I think maybe Suz has found a way back. Henry thinks so too. And I’m starting to wonder if Emma’s relationship with Danner has something to do with Suz.”

The buzzing sound intensifies.

Tess gives a disgusted laugh. “Right, Winnie. You know what? You and Henry can play whatever sick little game of make-believe you want, but leave me and my daughter out of it. I’m not playing anymore. Understand?”


“But, Tess, I’m telling you, she’s back! You’ve got to listen. If not for your sake, then for Emma’s.”

Tess moves without thinking. She lunges forward, rotates her hips, puts all of her power into a right hook that hits Winnie square on the jaw, sends her toppling off the chair.

Tess stands, clutching her aching fist, shocked by what she’s done. The buzzing sound in her ears turns to laughter.

Tear it up, babycakes.

Winnie is lying crumpled on the floor, hands covering her face. The wig has come off and lays beside her like a stunned animal.

Tess stands, frozen, muscles quivering.

You can tear it up, knock it down, bury it deep in the lake, but it comes back. You can’t fight the past.

Winnie moans at Tess’s feet.

Tess hurries out the cabin door, through the cats who seem to be calling to her as she runs back down the hill. How could you forget us, they screech. She covers her ears with her hands and runs harder, faster, until at last, she reaches the safety of her car.









Chapter 64



“WHAT?” MEL SNAPS INTO the phone.

“I’ll get the book. Tonight.”

Mel laughs. “I don’t care about the stupid book. Do whatever you want.”

“I’m sorry,” Emma says. “For what happened in the movie theater today. I thought…”

“You thought what, Em?”

“You didn’t see anything weird?” Emma asks. “Smell anything?”

Mel gives a disgusted snort. “Right! The only thing I saw was you falling out of your seat and rolling around on the ground screaming like a mental case. I tried to pull you up and you attacked me. What I smelled was a huge load of bullshit—you’re no more crazy than I am. You just want attention and you think that somehow these little stunts are gonna help get your parents back together.”

“What? No…I—”

“News flash, DeForge: your parents are not getting back together. They can’t stand each other. And if you’re not careful, they’ll end up not being able to stand you!”


Mel slams the phone down, sending a screech through the wires that goes straight into Emma’s ear; an electronic viper that jumps around in her head, chasing everything else in there away.

“Nine,” she says weakly, hanging up her phone. “Eighteen. Twenty-seven. Thirty-six.”

“Quit counting!” the voice behind her says. Emma turns, sees the Danner sculpture lounging on her bed. “No wonder your parents think you’re nuts. I thought you wanted to help them. I thought you were ready to find out the truth.”

“My parents think I’m nuts thanks to you! What were you doing at the movies? You scared me so bad, Danner. I thought you were going to…” She can’t say it: kill me. “To hurt me. I hope I am crazy and you’re nothing but a hallucination! They’ll give me some medicine and you’ll go away forever; how would you like that?”

Danner laughs—a sound that fills the room, makes the air vibrate, causes each and every hair on Emma’s body to stand on end. “I’m as real as you are,” Danner says. “And soon everyone will know it.”









Chapter 65




            June 17—Cabin by the lake

            Bumper sticker in the post office parking lot today: If you love something, set it free. I took out my trusty Sharpie, crossed out “set it free” and wrote “tear it apart.”




            Just tear it the fuck apart.



Henry snaps the journal closed and goes to answer the phone.

“Henry, it’s Winnie. Tess was just here.”

“Jesus.” The wine in Henry’s coffee mug sloshes over the side. “When she left here, she was really pissed about you picking up Emma at the movies. Why would you do that without calling us?”

“Emma called me on my cell, crying and desperate. She just wanted to get out of there. Sounds like it was a horrible scene for her. I was only two blocks away. I just wanted to help, Henry. Anyway, she attacked me, Henry.”


“Emma?”

“No! Tess. She nearly knocked me out.”

“Oh my god, are you okay?” He’s seen Tess hit the bag. Knows the power behind those punches. The unleashed fury she’s capable of.

“Fine. Bruised and swollen, but nothing’s broken. Henry, she threatened to shoot me if I come near Emma again. She thinks I sent the postcards. She also thinks I burned down her studio last night.”

“Jesus,” he says again without thinking.

Tess thinks Winnie sent the cards. Winnie thinks it’s Tess.

Henry’s head is spinning too much to know what to think. He’s just doing his best to keep up with everyone else.

“And that detective was here earlier,” Winnie says. “I think he knows more than he’s letting on. It’s just a matter of time until he figures everything out.”

“I know. He was here. Tess and I stuck to our stories, but it’s as if he knew we were lying.”

“Look, I’ve gotta get away from here. Go back to Boston or something. It’s getting too crazy. Before I leave, I want to float the moose out on the lake and burn it. Put in the wig and the clothes of Suz’s I’ve been wearing. Everything left from that summer. Maybe…I know this might sound crazy, but maybe we should put Emma’s doll in there too.”

Henry takes a deep breath, lets it out slowly. Remembers the face he’s sure he saw in Emma’s window. The blond woman who gave him a smile and a wave.

Hallucinations can also occur in patients as the result of stress or exhaustion.

“Emma’s so damned attached to that doll,” he says.

“I know…I just thought that since it looks so much like Suz, since you think you heard it speak in her voice…”

If Emma ever found out, she’d never forgive him.


He remembers the weight of the doll. How solid she was.

Sand. I filled her with Ziploc bags of sand.

“I’ve got Suz’s journal,” Henry tells Winnie. “We should throw that in too. Maybe that’s even better than the doll.”

“You’ve got her journal?”

“Yeah. I took it when Tess and I went back to the cabin just before Emma was born.”

There’s a long pause. Henry holds his breath. Does Winnie think of him as a criminal now?

We’re all criminals, Tess has said.

“Okay,” Winnie says. “Tomorrow night. We’ll take the canoe and the moose down in the afternoon and get it all set up. Then meet back at the lake after dark. I’ll head home to Boston right after.”

Henry feels a pinprick of pain start behind his left eye.

“Are you sure?” he asks her.

“About burning the moose? Of course. I think it’s what we need to do. If Suz really has come back then I think this may help her to move on.”

“No.” Henry palms his eye, trying to squelch the growing pain there. “Are you sure you have to leave?”

Conspiring with Winnie—sharing secrets, planning to burn the moose out on the lake—has brought him right back to those days with Suz, plotting and planning their next dismantling mission. It’s reminded him of who he used to be, made him feel alive in a way he hasn’t in a long, long time. He’s not ready to let it all go again.

“Henry…I’ve been thinking about what you said. How the messages from Suz look like they’re in my handwriting. What if it is me? What if I’m—I don’t know—channeling Suz in some way, blacking out whenever I’m her. I could be doing anything. Going anywhere. This morning, I got up and couldn’t find my keys. I had to go to town to buy glass to fix the window. I finally found them in the truck. In the ignition.”


“So you left them there and forgot,” Henry says.

“No. I would never leave keys in the car. Anyway, almost half a tank of gas was gone. And there were cigarette butts in the ashtray. Except for the one you gave me the other night, I haven’t smoked since college.”

Henry considers this. “Are you taking any medications?” he asks. “I’ve heard stories about people on Ambien doing stuff like this.”

“No, Henry. I’m not taking anything. I don’t even drink anymore.”

“So, what, you think maybe you’re driving around in some kind of fugue state?”

“I don’t know. But whatever’s happening, it’s scary as hell. And I think the best thing is for me to get out of town.”

“This doesn’t sound like you, Winnie. Turning and running.”

He pictures her Compassionate Dismantler self, strong and brave, gun in hand, not afraid of anything. Refusing to back down.

“Sometimes,” Winnie says, her voice breaking a little, “the thing you’re up against is too big. The bravest thing left to do is surrender.”









Chapter 66



NEARLY MIDNIGHT. TESS HAS worked out, showered, watched the evening news; now she lies alone in her bed, tossing and turning. Her hand throbs from hitting Winnie. Since returning from the cabin, Henry’s been avoiding her. She’s sure Winnie called and told him what happened. Now Henry’s acting afraid of her, as if she’s supposed to be the enemy. Shit.

She called the pediatrician and made an appointment for Emma tomorrow afternoon. She’s decided not to tell Henry—she’ll just take Em herself. Once there’s a plan in place, she’ll let Henry know and he’ll have to accept it, whatever the outcome.

The worst thing is that in spite of all these distractions, Tess cannot get Claire out of her mind. She imagines she now knows what addicts must feel like. She needs a fix. Her whole body is screaming for it.

Claire. She needs Claire.

“Get over it,” she tells herself. Remember the promise you made.

She rises from the bed slowly, looks out the window at Henry’s barn where she sees cracks of light leaking from around the windows covered in black plastic. She should explain things to him. Tell him why she went to the cabin, why she hit Winnie. Make him see that it’s Winnie who’s behind all this—it’s got to be Winnie.

Once upon a time, Tess and Henry were allies. It was the two of them against the world. And she believed, she truly believed, that somehow they were safe.

Daddy makes all the bad things go away.

She pads softly down the hall, down the steps and into the kitchen thinking she’ll make some tea and call Henry at the barn. Maybe once he’s settled in at the table, she’ll say, Do you remember the dream you told me about the day we met—about being a cow in a field? Do you still think about it? Wonder if maybe there’s some other life than this that we’re a part of?

But that’s not what she does. Instead, she grabs the cordless phone off the wall and punches in Claire’s number.

“Hello?” Claire says.

Tess wants to speak, but she has promised to give up her lover. Promised God. But does Tess even believe in God? Would He forgive all the terrible things she’s done?

She breathes into the phone, wraps her aching hand around it.

It’s not God’s forgiveness she wants.

“Tess? Is that you?” Claire asks.

“I…I can’t do this,” Tess says.

“I miss you,” Claire says. “My whole body misses you. Do you know what I mean, Tess?”

“What am I supposed to do?” Tess asks, gripping the phone tighter.

“What do you want, Tess?”

“You,” Tess answers simply. “I want you.”

“Sometimes I think,” Claire says, “that everything happens for a reason. From the hummingbird that catches your eye first thing in the morning to the way the two most unlikely people in the world are thrown together because they’re the only two who can save each other. Do you know what I’m saying, Tess?”

“Yes,” she mumbles back. A tear runs down her cheek, seems to fall in slow motion, then splatters on the tile floor.

“Do you want to be saved, Tess?”

“Yes.” The word is a gasped intake of air. Another tear falls to the ground.

“Come see me. Right now.”

“But Emma…”

“I’ll be waiting, Tess.” Then she hangs up.

Tess holds the phone in her hand a minute, listening to the dial tone. Then she calls the barn.

“It’s me,” she says when Henry picks up. “Look, I need to go out. I’ll be back by breakfast. Can you come sleep on the couch, just be here with Em?”

“Of course.”

She expects a barrage of questions, but all Henry says is, “I’ll be over in ten minutes.”









Chapter 67



THE HOUSE IS TOO quiet. He settles in on the couch, turns on the TV. The Weather Channel, volume low so he doesn’t wake Emma. There’s a chill in the room. He gets up, climbs the stairs, and grabs a blanket from the linen closet, then pads down the hall to check on Emma. He gently pushes open the door, peeks in at his sleeping daughter. She’s alone in her bed, no sign of the Danner doll. Thank God. Her eyes move behind pale lids, her lips purse together, then relax. She kicks the covers off, sighs. Henry leans over, kisses her damp forehead, then steps back out of the room, pulling the door closed behind him.

Back down on the couch, he can’t get to sleep. He keeps hearing things: rustling, creaking. Just the old house settling. Mice. Emma’s kitten maybe. Thor. What the hell kind of name is that for a little flea-bitten kitten?

Henry finds the remote and turns it up, catches only some of the words: frontal system, cyclonic.

He should have asked Tess where she was going. And where was she last night when her studio burned to the ground? He should have demanded answers. Is she having an affair? Or is it something more sinister?

We’re all criminals, Henry. Or have you forgotten?

He hears a floorboard creak. The sound of shoes scuffling across a hard surface.

Footsteps. Definite footsteps. A shuffle-drag, quiet tiptoeing walk coming from the kitchen.

He closes his eyes tight, firmly instructs his brain to shut up and go to sleep already.

More sounds from the kitchen: a rustle and scrape.

Emma’s upstairs. He remembers what she told them the night of the fire: Danner says it will be worse next time. She says something bad is going to happen.

Henry rolls off the couch in slow motion, blanket tangling his legs like a man trapped in a cocoon. He frees himself, then crawls along the floor toward the kitchen.

He’s crouched, there in the dark, fingers on the Mexican tile floor, cool and rough. He waits. No sound. He has a clear view of the sink, stove, and fridge. No one’s there. The other half of the kitchen, the table and pantry, are blocked from view by the breakfast bar.

Behind him, a man murmurs about a tropical front.

Henry reaches up, feels along the wall behind him, fingers finding the switch. In one swift movement, he stands, flipping it.

The kitchen explodes with light.

Henry screams.

There, at the table, tucked neatly into a chair, is the Danner doll, staring at him, smiling with her stitched red mouth, ugly as a scar.

“Daddy?” Emma calls down from the top of the stairs. Shit. He woke her.

“Sorry, hon,” Henry yells up, not taking his eyes off the doll. “It’s just me. I stubbed my toe. Go on back to bed.”


He waits a minute, hears the upstairs toilet flush. The water runs, then the sound of Emma’s bedroom door being closed.

He and Danner have locked eyes, both holding statue still.

“I’ve had about enough of you,” he tells it.

He pulls back the chair and lifts the doll, reaching under its armpits so that his arms circle its chest. It’s heavy as a bag of cement, a good eighty or ninety pounds at least. Damn sand. What kind of crazy idea was that?

He drags the doll to the broom closet and dumps her there next to the empty buckets, mops, and brooms. Pushing her legs in with his foot, he closes the door. Then, knowing it’s foolish, he grabs a ladder-back kitchen chair and wedges it against the door, under the knob.

“That should hold you,” he says to the closed door.

Inside, something shifts. A broom falls over, maybe, and there’s one loud knock against the inside of the door, then nothing.









Chapter 68



“TELL ME YOUR BIGGEST secret,” Claire says. “The one thing you’ve never told anyone.”

They’re naked on the bed and Claire is running her fingers over Tess’s taut stomach, tracing the faint stretch marks like lines on a map.

Skin is a map, Tess is thinking, bodies remember. Not just the marks of pregnancy, but endless scars, freckles, moles, wrinkles. Laugh lines. Frown lines. The tiny hairs that pop up in places they shouldn’t.

Tess has been telling Claire about everything that’s happened over the last weeks: Spencer’s suicide, the words on the trees, Winnie saving Emma in the pool, her studio burning, Emma’s disturbing behaviors, the Danner doll who Henry thinks is possessed by the spirit of Suz. She told Claire about how she’s been reading the old journal of Suz’s Henry keeps locked in his toolbox.

“I’ll tell you how the Compassionate Dismantlers ended,” Tess says, drawing in a breath.

Does she mean it? How far is she willing to go?

Tess lets herself imagine what it might be like to tell Claire everything. To be unburdened. To finally name the terrible thing she did ten summers ago, the one action that changed her life forever.

“It was the night I told Henry I was pregnant. I wasn’t going to—I was just going to take off without telling him, go get an abortion, try to get into grad school. He caught me packing my bags and I told him the truth—I figured he deserved to know. He asked me to marry him. We were in the loft of the cabin. Below us, Winnie was holding Spencer at gunpoint.”

Claire nods. She knows the names of the key players and has already heard about how Suz decided to kidnap Spencer as a joke, just to scare him. But then suddenly, it wasn’t a joke anymore.

“And Henry and I were really getting into it, having this knock-down, drag-out fight, when all of a sudden, from down below, Suz yells that she’s had enough. We looked down and she was crumpling up the ransom note. She told Winnie to untie Spencer. And Winnie had trouble with the knots and had to use Suz’s knife to cut him loose.”

Suz’s knife. How had she not remembered this before? Suz gave the red camping knife to Winnie that last night. It must have been Winnie who had it all this time. Which would explain how it happened to appear at the grotto just when Winnie showed up in town.

“Once he was free,” Tess continues, “we were all so relieved. Until we found out we weren’t letting him go. No. Suz said we were taking him down to the lake. We were going to drown him.”

Claire nods, looking neither surprised nor shocked. Only expectant. “Go on,” she whispers.

“Everyone thought she was joking, at first,” Tess says. “That it was just one more way to terrorize poor Spencer. This funeral march to the lake.

“But I wasn’t sure she was joking. She’d been drinking, and Suz was unpredictable when she was drunk. And she had this thing against Spencer. I think Suz felt threatened, worried that Winnie was going to go back to him or something. She really loved Winnie. I don’t think Winnie ever realized how much.”

Claire nods.

“Henry had some Vicodin he’d swiped from the medicine cabinet at his parents’. His father had had surgery for a slipped disk or something. We thought it would be fun to take the pills sometime and watch the shooting stars out on the lake.

“So I grabbed four pills from his stash and suggested that before we go, we each have a shot of tequila.”

It was a play right out of Suz’s book: the very same thing she’d done to Spencer.

Tess shivers at the memory. How often, over the years, has she wondered what might have happened if she hadn’t given Suz the Vicodin, used her own trick against her?

“I just wanted to slow her down,” she explains. “You know, to our own speed. Back to our planet.”

“Did Henry know you’d dosed her drink?” Claire asks.

“Are you kidding? No way. No one knew. No one saw. I volunteered to pour the shots and went into the kitchen and crushed the pills with the side of a tuna can. Everyone was shouting and laughing. Even Spencer was getting into it—laughing about how we were going to drown him.

“We drank the shots, then poured more. We’d had most of the bottle by the time we headed out. It was just getting dark and we were all shit-faced, even Spencer, because Suz said no one should have to die sober. The others thought that was really funny. Like it was all a big joke.”

“But you didn’t?” Claire asks.

Tess shakes her head. “I didn’t think so. Suz was kind of crazy, you know? Way too intense for her own good. And we all went along with her, never reined her in.”


“So you drugged her tequila. Then what?”

“Suz went first, staggering down the path, reciting the damn manifesto she’d come up with: Dismantlement equals freedom; to understand the nature of a thing, it must be taken apart.

“Behind Suz was Spencer, then Winnie, the barrel of her rifle jabbed into his back. Henry and I were trailing along at the end, and we were still fighting about whether or not we should get married.”

“What was the hesitation?” Claire asks. “Didn’t you love him?”

“He didn’t really love me,” Tess says, wincing a little at the pain of it even now, after all the years she’s had to accept it. “Not like he loved her.”

“Suz?”

Tess nods. They were all a little in love with Suz. Even Tess herself, who was sick with envy. Maybe that was its own form of love.

“The shit hit the fan once we got to the lake,” Tess remembers. “Suz was serious. She was really fucking serious. All the joking and holding forth was done. She told Winnie to shoot him. And when she wouldn’t, Suz took the gun to do it herself,” Tess says. “She had her finger on the trigger. If Henry hadn’t tackled her…” The words fade away. She can’t go on. She can’t tell how it ends.

“Tell me the rest of the story,” Claire says, lying back and closing her eyes, like a child at bedtime.

“I can’t.”

“It’ll be like confession. At the end, I’ll absolve you of your sins.”

Tess bites her lip. “I don’t think I can.”

Claire strokes Tess’s hair, rolls over, whispers in her ear, “Yes, you can. Whisper it to me, Tess. Tell me what happened next.”

If she tells, it will be over. There’s no way Claire could absolve her, but maybe, just maybe, the weight of what she’s done will lessen.

“The gun went off. It was so loud. I turned to see if Spencer had been shot, and he was crouched down, covering his head with his hands. But he was fine. She’d missed. She and Henry started struggling for the gun. He got it away from her, but then she grabbed his shirt and ripped it, clawed the shit out of his arm. She just went nuts and he hit her across the face with the butt end of the gun, then turned it on her. Aimed at her chest. That’s when she told us. ‘You don’t want to shoot a pregnant woman, do you?’ she said. ‘You’d be killing your own child.’ And I was so confused because I thought she was talking about me. Like he had the gun pointed at me.

“Henry threw down the gun and lunged at her. He grabbed her by the hair and dragged her into the lake.”

Tess’s voice breaks. “He was so drunk. We were all so drunk.”

“Go on,” Claire whispers.

“I can’t.”

What if it’s too much? How could Claire ever look at her in the same way again?

“Wait here,” Claire whispers. She rolls over, gets out of bed, and goes into the hall. Tess hears her padding around downstairs.

If only Tess hadn’t given Suz the Vicodin. If only Henry hadn’t dragged her into the lake.

Claire comes back. “Have a little of this,” she says, handing Tess a glass of wine. “It’ll help you finish.”

Tess puts the glass to her lips and drinks; not little sips, but desperate gulping swallows, burning her mouth, tasting of regret, of failure, of unspeakable loss.

If only…

Claire is running her fingers over Tess’s body, whispering, “Go on, tell me…”

Tess drains the glass, asks for a refill, stalling until she comes up with either a plausible excuse for stopping or another ending altogether. A lie.

“Be right back,” Claire takes the glass, kisses Tess on the ear, running her tongue along the inside folds. Tess shivers, lets her eyes close.

She’s so tired. So very tired. Her tongue feels thick in her mouth. She keeps her eyes closed, lets herself drift. She hears something downstairs, a crash, and tries to surface, to sit up, but finds she can’t. She opens her eyes, but her vision is blurred. The world is fuzzy, as if she’s looking at it through a thick layer of Vaseline.

Where’s Claire? How long has she been gone?

“Cclrrr…” The name comes out a drunken slur.

There’s movement in the hall. Tess tries to focus, to keep her eyes open and make sense of what she’s seeing, but it’s no use. She gives in and lets them flutter closed.

The last thing she sees is a blond woman in a flowing tunic, moving toward her.

“Hello, babycakes,” she says.









Chapter 69



HE WAKES UP GASPING, drenched in sweat, his heart thudding in his chest. His face is pressed into the back cushion of the couch. He rolls over, lets himself get a breath.

He’s had the dream again.

The TV is still on. Satellite imagery. The East Coast viewed from space.

He reaches for the remote on the table, turning a little, and that’s when he sees it: the Danner doll.

Sitting up in the rocking chair in the corner, arms and legs crossed, just watching him.

“Fuck!”

Henry falls off the couch, tangled in the covers again.

Sucking in air through clenched teeth, he moves to her, kicks her out of the chair. She slides to the floor, her body crumpled in an impossible way, a way only someone without bones could land.

Once more, he bends, slips his hands under her armpits (is she warm there? moist?), encircles her chest, and lifts.

Can she have gotten heavier?


Henry grunts, and walking backward, drags her out of the living room, through the front hall, out the door and to his truck, in the driveway. It’s a slow-going shuffle-walk across the gravel, over the shards of broken glass from the motion light.

He knows what he has to do. How to finish this once and for all. He’ll put the doll in the moose, float her out on the lake, and burn the bitch. Let her remains settle on the floor of that already haunted lake: scorched clothing and play sand right beside the bones of the real Suz. Rest in peace, you creepy, fucking thing.

He opens the back of the Blazer, dumps her in. Then he locks the car doors, pushes the child-lock safety button. He tucks the keys into his pocket and turns back toward the house.

The sky in the east is swirled with pink.

Red sky in the morning, sailor take warning.










[ PART FIVE ]

DISMANTLEMENT = FREEDOM
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Chapter 70



HENRY GLANCES OUT THE window toward the Blazer as he downs his third cup of coffee, stirs strawberries and brown sugar into the oatmeal.

“I still can’t find her,” Emma whines, trudging back into the kitchen. She’s been all over the house looking for the damn doll. When she first woke up, the searching was frantic, and Emma was bordering on hysterical. Now it seems she’s exhausted herself.

“I’m sorry, sweetie,” he says, handing her the bowl, watching as she adds spoonful after spoonful of brown sugar to her already sweetened oatmeal, turning it to sticky glue. “Maybe your mom put her somewhere.”

“Where is Mom?”

“A friend of hers is sick. She had to go help out.” Henry bites his cheek. He hates having to lie and is sure she’ll see right through it.

“Not Winnie, right?” Now Emma looks extra worried. Her big brown eyes search Henry’s face.

“No, sweetie. Winnie’s fine. It’s some other friend. Someone from the art guild.”


“When will she be back?”

“I don’t know. Soon, I hope.”

Emma frowns into her oatmeal. “She was in my room last night. I know she was.”

“Your mother?”

Emma rolls her eyes. “No, Dad! My sculpture. Danner. She was in bed next to me when I fell asleep. Maybe I can call Mom and ask her.”

Henry shakes his head. “Her phone’s turned off. You know your mom. She never remembers to keep it on.”

How could Tess do this? Just leave in the middle of the night and not come back. Leaving him was fine. He understood that. But Emma? Did she deserve to wake up to lousy oatmeal and a bunch of piss-poor lies?

“I thought you could spend the day at Mel’s. I called her mom and she said it’s okay.”

She looks away, picks at the bandages across her knuckles.

Henry leans in, puts a hand on her arm. “I’m sorry, Em. I know you and Mel had some trouble at the movies yesterday, but I’m sure whatever the problem is, you two can work it out, right?”

Emma shrugs, still won’t look at him.

“Would it be okay to just spend today with her? Just so I can go to work if I promise to get out early?”

Emma shrugs again, looking forlorn.

“After breakfast you can get your things together. Mel’s mom will be here in another hour. I’ll pick you up when I leave work around four. We can do something special together then. Go out to the Tastee-Freez maybe. Would you like that?”

“Do you have to work today, Dad? Can’t you just stay home?”

“Sorry. No can do.” Another lie. He’s not going in to work at all. He’s spending the day moving the canoe to the lake, strapping the moose to it. And tonight…tonight he’ll put the possessed doll inside and watch it burn. Good-bye, Suz.


Tess will be home by then. If not, he’ll have to call Laura from down the road and see if she can come babysit. He doesn’t trust Laura, is convinced she smoked pot the last time she watched Emma, but Tess likes her, says she’s a good girl.

“Can’t I just stay here, Dad? I’m old enough. I’ll wait for Mom. I’ll just watch TV and read. I won’t even go near the pool. I promise.”

A chill washes over Henry. He shakes his head. “Sorry, Emma.”

“Maybe I can go to the cabin! Hang out with Winnie. I can call her right now and ask.”

“Not today,” Henry says.

“Is it because of Mom?” Emma asks. “She doesn’t have to know. It can be our secret.” She gives him a weak, pleading smile.

“No,” he says. “No more secrets. You’re going to Mel’s. It’s all arranged.”

MEL’S MOM HAS JUST pulled away, Mel and Emma tucked safely into the backseat, not talking or even acknowledging each other, which is troubling, but Henry’s got bigger concerns right now. He hustles over to the Blazer, checking his watch. The guys from the painting company are coming in forty-five minutes to help him load the canoe. He’s got to have the doll hidden in the half-ton pickup before they get here.

He approaches the Blazer slowly, worried that he might see a desperate hand in a worn gardening glove reach up and pound at the rear windshield. The windows are slightly fogged with condensation. Like someone’s been breathing inside.

He pushes the button on his key chain to unlock the truck. The lights flash. The truck beeps its mechanical hello. The locks open. Henry takes a deep breath, reaches for the handle on the rear door, pulls and yanks it open. He draws back the tarp.

Nothing.


No, not quite nothing.

Under the tarp is a small mound of sand.

The doll is gone.

“Fuck!”

He slams the door closed, goes back to the house and searches. Nothing. No doll. He looks around the yard. In Tess’s sculpture garden and the charred remains of her studio. Then, he heads into the barn. The Danner doll is just plain gone.

Henry checks his watch. Ten minutes until the two guys arrive. He’s got to focus. He grabs ropes, chains, a come-along, and his toolbox. Once he drives the canoe to the lake, he and Winnie have to be able to get it out, slide it into the water, and attach the moose to it. A Herculean effort. He throws two two-by-tens into the bed of the half-ton DeForge Painting pickup truck to build a ramp from the truck to the water’s edge.

He’s trying not to think about the doll, but she’s there, in the back of his mind, grinning her scarlike grin.

He hears tires on the gravel of the driveway, then remembers the journal and jogs over to the toolbox to retrieve it. If he can’t burn the doll, he can at least torch the notebook.

But it’s not there. Left in its place at the rust-flecked bottom of the box is a dusting of fine white sand.









Chapter 71



EMMA HAS MADE A sculpture of herself this time, a dummy, scarecrow girl out of pillows piled under her comforter. She rummaged around in the closet and found an old dolly that pees and put it up at the head, with just a tuft of its hair sticking out, the same light blond color as Emma’s. She knows that dumb babysitter, Laura, won’t even check. She’ll just stay downstairs all night flipping through channels on the satellite TV and smoking cigarettes. In between each cigarette, she sprays perfume into the air. Emma knows. She’s seen her. She also knows that Laura will pick her toes all night. Sometimes, she’ll lift a foot to her mouth and chew her toenails. She’s very flexible, Laura is. She can wrap her leg around the back of her neck. Her mother is a yoga instructor and Laura has been taking classes since she was two. She’s like a human pretzel.

Why does Emma even need a babysitter, anyway? Mel’s parents leave her alone all the time.

“Well, your mother and I aren’t Mel’s parents,” her dad said earlier when she tried to persuade him to forget about calling Laura.


Being at Mel’s today was a total disaster. When they got there, she followed Mel down into her basement bedroom and watched her light candles and incense, then smoke a gum-wrapper cigarette. Mel acted like Emma wasn’t even there.

“What do you want to do today?” Emma asked.

Mel just stared at the smoke she blew out of her mouth. When she finished her cigarette, she climbed up on a milk crate, opened one of the little rectangular basement windows, pulled herself up, and wriggled through it. Emma got up on the milk crate to follow, but Mel slammed the window closed and disappeared into the woods at the edge of her yard.

Emma stayed down in the basement all day, sneaking up around lunchtime to make a sandwich in the kitchen.

“Isn’t Mel hungry?” Mel’s mom asked when she found Emma spreading mustard on rye bread.

“She asked me to bring her down a sandwich,” Emma said. “She’s working on a new invention.”

Mel’s mom winked. “Let me guess…it’s top secret, right?” Emma nodded. Mel’s mom made a ham-and-Swiss sandwich, threw it on a plate with some chips. Then she got two cans of root beer from the fridge. “Even a mad scientist has to eat,” she said, handing Emma the plate.

Emma left Mel’s lunch on the table next to her bed, thinking Mel might show up any minute. She didn’t. Emma stayed alone in the basement until her dad came to pick her up at four.

EMMA ADJUSTS THE COVERS over the dummy in her bed. She knows she doesn’t have much time. Her dad is talking with Laura in the kitchen. He’s already tucked Emma in and said his good nights. Now he’s telling Laura to help herself to the chicken shish kebabs in the fridge.

Emma sneaks down the stairs and through the front hall, past the painting of Francis.


“Nine,” she whispers, then opens the front door gently, quietly, careful not to let it squeak, and pads out to the big company pickup her dad has been driving all day. She climbs up on the bumper and lifts herself over the gate, into the bed of the truck, where she scuttles all the way back against the cab and hides under an old painting tarp that smells of mildew and turpentine.

Earlier tonight, she picked up the phone to try her mom again (her cell’s been off all day), and caught her dad and Winnie. Her dad was saying, “Are you sure we should be doing this?” and Winnie said, “It’s too late to back out now.”

Emma couldn’t believe it: Mel was right. Her dad and Winnie were having an affair! It was all so obvious. And her mother must have found out and left him. Left them both.

The worst part of it is, it’s all Emma’s fault. She sent the stupid moose postcard to Winnie. It was Emma who brought Winnie back here. If she hadn’t been trying so hard to get her parents back together, she wouldn’t have done the thing that would tear them apart.

There’s only one thing left to do—stop them.

And that’s just what she’s on her way to do: to crash her father and Winnie’s little rendezvous and find a way to make them see that this thing between them is a horrible mistake. That it throws everything out of balance. And how that lady Suz was all wrong: art is not all about chaos, about taking things apart. True art, Emma will tell them, is about finding a way to make what’s broken whole.









Chapter 72



RUNNING LATE, HENRY HEADS for his workshop to grab the gas can. As he approaches the barn, he realizes the lights are on, which is odd—he hasn’t been out there since this morning, and he’s sure he turned them off then. He slides the door open slowly, stepping inside. The bright white halogen bulbs illuminate the empty wooden frame where the canoe had rested for over a year.

But the frame is not empty.

Lying there, faceup in the middle, like she’s been caught taking an innocent little nap of the damned, is the Danner doll.

Henry makes a strangled sort of gasping sound.

He circles around the doll to the workbench, walking on tiptoe, as if he might actually wake her. There, he finds rope. Bright yellow, thick-braided nylon. Knowing it makes no sense, it’s a ridiculous waste of time, but still unable to stop himself, he ties her. Henry lifts her arms, crosses her wrists and wraps the rope around tight.

Tighter, Henry. Tie it tighter.

Then, he does her ankles.


For the sheer fuck of it, he uses all hundred feet of rope, wrapping up her entire body, from his old Danner boots to the top of the blond wig, until she resembles a bright yellow chrysalis.

“Henry?” A voice in the dark outside. A man’s voice. “You in there?”

Shit. Bill fucking Lunde.

Henry grabs a painting tarp from the floor, hurriedly tosses it over the doll just as Bill slides the barn door open.

“Hey, Bill,” Henry says. He’s leaning casually against the frame that once held the canoe, smiling so hard his cheeks ache.

“The babysitter said you’d gone, but I saw your truck and the light on in here.”

“I’m just about to take off. I’m helping a crew finish a late job,” Henry says, lying without meaning to. But it’s too late to back out now.

Bill’s eying the black plastic stapled to the windows. “Not a fan of daylight, huh?” he says.

“Guess not,” Henry says.

“I was hoping to see Tess actually,” Bill says.

“Tess?”

“Yeah, I spoke with Julia at the Golden Apple gallery. I wanted to ask Tess about the woman who bought her paintings. Any idea where I can find your wife?”

Henry stiffens. “No,” he says. “Actually, I have no idea at all.”

“And you’re not worried?” Bill asks.

“Should I be?” Henry snaps. “She’s a grown woman.”

He takes in a breath, tries again. “Look, my wife and I…we’re sort of separated. I’m sure you figured that part out when you saw our living arrangement.”

Bill nods.

“I assume she’s dating someone. She’s probably off with him.”

“Well, when you hear from her, can you ask her to give me a call?”


“Sure,” says Henry. “Will do.” He looks at his watch—a not-so-gentle hint that he’s running late.

“So you got her out on the water, then?” Bill says.

“Huh?” Henry chomps down on the inside of his cheek.

Have to weight her down. So she won’t float.

“The canoe. How’d she handle?”

Henry lets out a breath, smiles. “Like a dream,” he says.

HENRY STANDS IN THE driveway, watches the taillights of Bill’s rented SUV disappear as he takes a left onto the main road, back toward town.

Henry checks his watch. Shit. He grabs the cell phone from his pants pocket, punches in Winnie’s number.

“What’s up?” she asks.

“I’m running a little late,” he tells her. “Lunde was here. Tess never showed up, so I had to get a sitter.”

“That’s fucked up,” Winnie says. “For her to leave you and Emma like that.”

“Yeah,” Henry says. “Look, I’m leaving in about five minutes.”

“Great. Don’t forget the gas can.”

“I won’t. And I’ve got the doll.” Tied up. I tied the fucking bitch right up.

“Perfect,” Winnie tells him. “I’ll see you at the lake in an hour. And wait till you see the latest present someone left for me.”

“What is it?” he asks.

“Suz’s old journal. It was here on the table when I came back from meeting you at the lake earlier. I’ll bring it with me and we’ll toss it in the moose.”

“One hour then,” Henry says, hanging up.

How the hell did the journal get from his workshop to the cabin? An absurd thought hits him: it was the doll. She took it there.


Jesus.

“Get a grip, Henry,” he tells himself.

He hustles back into the barn, grabs a corner of the tarp, and hesitates before pulling it back. What if she’s not there?

He chomps down on his cheeks, counts to three, and yanks up the tarp, feeling like a magician: now you see it, now you don’t.

But there she is, still wrapped in yellow rope.

And for my next trick…

When he finally lifts her, carries her fireman style over his shoulder to the truck, he’s once again amazed by the weight and heft. And he thinks, for an instant, that maybe he feels her move; her body going rigid, then limp again as he tosses her into the bed of the truck. His heart is hammering in his chest, his breath is wet and whistley. And that’s when he hears it, coming from the doll, a low, throaty hum: the static noise.









Chapter 73



WINNIE’S SITTING AT THE table in the cabin, wearing the Suz outfit one last time. She’s exhausted, but the whole thing is nearly over. Earlier, she and Henry wrestled the canoe out of the truck and into the water, driving a huge eye hook into the front and running a rope from the hook to a nearby tree so the boat wouldn’t drift away from shore. Then, with great effort, they maneuvered the moose into the back of Henry’s truck, carrying it up a board ramp, then tying it down for the rough trip to the lake. At the beach, they performed the whole procedure backward to get him out of the truck and onto the canoe where they used boards to brace him upright. He was too tall, and made the canoe tip, so they cut off his legs from the knees down to give him a lower center of gravity. Even then it was a trick, balancing him just so; they had to put rocks in his belly, over on his left side, to keep the canoe from tipping.

Now, Winnie’s sitting at the table with Suz’s journal, which is laid out right next to hers on the table in the cabin.

She checks her watch: nearly 11 P.M., minutes before she’s due to meet Henry. Fingers trembling slightly, she opens the journal to the last entry—Suz’s final written words.



            July 29—Cabin by the lake

            Everything’s going to hell. It seems that, at last, the Dismantlers are coming apart. And if you want to know the truth—I’m actually a little relieved.




            Spencer’s tied and gagged, sweaty and pathetic. Winnie’s pacing around with the gun. She whispered to me earlier that we’ve gone far enough. We should just let him go.




            How far is far enough?




            This is the end and I think we all know it. Everyone’s looking to me to make sure we go out with a bang, not a whimper. They’re all expecting something great. A show worthy of Suz the Magnificent. Christ.




            Tess and Henry are up in the loft arguing. They think we can’t hear them, but I’ve heard every word. Tess is pregnant. And noble, sweet Henry is swearing he’ll marry her, get a job and settle down. Poor Henry. Everyone knows it’s not Tess he’s in love with.




            What they don’t know is how one night back in June, Henry and I swam way out to the other side of the lake. We floated on our backs and saw shooting stars, one after the other, like the whole sky was coming apart. Magical. Truly, it was. When we got to the little beach at the other end of the lake, we did it there in the sand. It was stupid, but it happened. Sometimes I think I get so caught up in being the Suz everyone believes I am that I lose track of what’s right. The romance of the idea of Suz the outlaw artist, Suz the revolutionary, Suz the red-hot lover. Or maybe that’s just bullshit. I’ve always known this wasn’t going to last forever. The summer will end. We’ll all drift apart, forget the Dismantlers. The others are living this shared delusion that we can go on and on, but I know the truth. And maybe, just maybe, that night on the beach with Henry, I wanted to milk it for all it was worth. Cause I was sure that I was gonna go back to fucking Trenton and get some shit job and date some idiot and maybe get married and join the whole fucking rat race and no one, no one will ever look at me the way the other Dismantlers have looked at me this summer. The way Henry looked at me that night on the beach.




            After, Henry got all maudlin on me, told me how he’s been in love with me since the second our eyes met and all that. “I know,” I told him. “I’ve known all along.” And then, I did the thing I’ve been meaning to do since we got to the cabin.




            “I have something for you. A present.” I pulled the Magic 8 Ball key ring out of my pocket and handed it over, pressing it into his palm.




            “My van key! But I lost it that day at the gas station…” Henry trailed off and I watched as the truth hit him.




            “You had it all along,” he said, grinning.




            I nodded.




            He asked what I wanted him to do now, and I told him to stick with Tess, how she would never let him down. “She loves you more than you know,” I told him and he just cried.




            “But what about us?” he asked.




            “Part of you will always be with me,” I told him. “When you’re eighty years old, drooling into your oatmeal, part of you will still be back here at the lake, watching the sky fall with me.”




            That’s really how I feel about this whole summer. No matter what happens now, part of us will always remain here. And I think it’s the best part. The purest part of our souls. We’ll haunt this place like ghosts while we live our “real” lives in cities far away, get married, have 2.5 kids, work our meaningless jobs.]




            Part of me feels gone already, a living ghost.



Winnie closes the journal, sure she’s a living ghost herself. The veil between the past and the present is so thin in this place, so tenuous.

Outside, headlights come up the driveway. It could be Henry in his old orange van, coming back from town with Tess and Suz and a cardboard box full of supplies: tequila, drawing charcoal, oatmeal, coffee, and sugar.

She hears footsteps, stands and looks out the window, but before she can get a look, whoever it is is at the door, opening it. Coming inside.

Maybe, Winnie thinks, time is a layered thing and the past is always there, hidden right beneath the present, but somehow, they both exist in each moment. Maybe that’s what ghosts really are.

“You,” Winnie says.

The visitor smiles, says, “Who were you expecting? The goddamn queen of England?”









Chapter 74



PARKED ON THE BEACH, Henry stares out at the water and gnaws the insides of his cheeks. Feels his heart jumping around in his chest like some caged wild thing that thinks it’s about to be set free.

He understands now. There never was a Danner. It was Suz all along, coming to their daughter before she was even old enough to speak, befriending her, watching her, winning her over. What better way to haunt them? To make them pay for what they’d done.

Stomach acid churns, rises up, burning his esophagus, pushing its way to his throat. He swallows it back down, opens the door, and climbs out of the truck.

And now Suz has been given life, a body, by Emma, fed by the power of their fears, not unlike Frankenstein’s monster. And like that monster, she must be destroyed. Henry knows it’s up to him to do it, because he’s the only one who understands. He’s got to send her back where she belongs, to a grave at the bottom of the lake so her spirit can join her bones.

First thing this morning, he called Winnie to tell her he’d decided to follow her suggestion and put the doll in the moose.


“You really think it’s alive in some way? That Suz is inside it?” Winnie asked.

“There’s no doubt in my mind,” he said, then went on to tell her about his adventures with the doll in the night.

“Jesus!” Winnie yelped into the phone. “I say let’s burn it. Soak it in gas and torch the fucker.”

But then he’d gone out to the Blazer and discovered the doll had made another miraculous escape.

“But I got you now,” he mumbles, thinking he should walk around to the back of the truck to check, but he can’t bring himself to. Not yet. In his mind, he hears the static noise.

Henry leans against the front of the pickup and lights a cigarette. Just killing time.

Killing. Time.

He shivers, takes a deep drag of his cigarette. It tastes horrible, dank and rotten.

It’s dark. Too dark. The moon hasn’t risen yet. Or maybe it’s a new moon. He should have paid attention to the goddamn Weather Channel last night. Maybe then he’d know.

He pushes the button on his watch, lighting up the face: 11:10. Where the hell is Winnie? Tossing his cigarette down without finishing it, he moves to the back of the truck and opens the tailgate, half expecting to find the doll gone, having jumped from the truck bed when he slowed at a stop sign.

But even in the dim light he can see that it’s there. Jesus, yes, it’s there.

And thankfully, it’s quiet. No buzz. No hundred voices coming from its sand-filled throat.

Henry dances from one foot to the other, scared to touch it, but finally, he tells himself, Fuck it, and lifts the Danner doll from the bed, throws her over his shoulder and staggers toward the canoe. The trick is to keep moving. To not stop to think about what he’s carrying.


His feet sink in the sand, his ankles twist on rocks. He remembers carrying Suz into the lake once before, her clothes full of rocks, Tess and Winnie sobbing behind him.

We have to weight her down. So she won’t float.

He remembers how he swam out on his back with Suz resting against his chest, one final embrace. How he saw Tess on the shore and thought of the baby inside her. He made a decision then, as he neared the middle of the lake—he would protect and defend Tess and the baby, no matter what. It was too late for Suz.

“She loves you more than you know,” Suz had told him, and now, he would do his best to honor that. To cherish it. To love Tess back.

He reached the middle of the lake and let Suz go, the rocks carrying her down into the darkest part of the water.

NOW, AS THEN, HE’S a man on autopilot, doing just what needs to be done. He’s protecting his family the only way he knows how.

He doesn’t stop to kick off his shoes or roll up his khaki work pants, just wades out so that he’s knee deep in water, opens the door in the moose’s chest and dumps her in, with a triumphant “Arghh!” like some comic book action hero.

But he hasn’t won yet.

He reaches for the can of gas, raises it up high, and soaks the whole moose, from his antlers to the tip of his tail, fuel raining down, some new kind of baptism.









Chapter 75



EMMA CRAWLS OUT FROM under the tarp, lowers herself over the opened back gate of the pickup and down to the ground. Behind her are woods, thick and shadowy. Off to the left, the rough old logging road they must have taken in, her father creeping along in low gear, Emma bouncing in the back, needing to pee so bad that each bump was agony. In front of them, a lake, probably the lake from A Long Time Ago. The water’s black and smells of whatever it is that lakes smell of: fish, algae, bugs, and bacteria. Do bacteria have a smell? she wonders. Mel would know. She suddenly finds herself wishing like crazy that Mel was here, which is dumb because Mel would just be ignoring her, no help at all. She wouldn’t be alone if Danner was here, but Danner hasn’t made an appearance since their argument the day before—in fact, the Danner doll itself seems to have taken off too. What Emma really wishes is that she was back home now, in her warm bed with a bathroom just down the hall. Laura would be downstairs, sneaking cigarettes, chewing on her toes, and watching one of those reality TV shows.


Crouching behind the left-rear bumper of the truck, looking desperately around for the best place to pee, Emma sees her father at the edge of the water.

He’s carrying something. Whatever it was he put in the back of the truck. Emma had been too scared to look and had ridden the whole way with the tarp covering her head, making her dizzy with the smell of turpentine. She’d probably killed some brain cells. It was supposed to make you high, sniffing turpentine, but it just gave her a headache and made her nostrils burn. Why would anyone do that for fun?

Now, as her eyes adjust in the darkness, she sees that this something her father had transported is actually a someone. A woman. Unconscious.

Oh. My. God. This was way worse than her dad having an affair! What if he turned out to be a serial killer or something? Would she still love him? Would she go to the police and tell?

Emma holds her breath, watching.

Soon, she sees that this is not really an unconscious woman.

“No,” Emma mouths the word, her mouth making a little O shape in the dark.

He’s got her sculpture! It’s Danner, she can see from the boots, the tuft of her blond wig. He’s got Danner all wrapped up in shiny yellow rope.

But that’s not even the worst part.

There, at the water’s edge, is the huge canoe Daddy made, and strapped to it, like a prisoner, is Francis, down on his knees. A moose begging for mercy.

“No,” Emma mouths again, a cry without a sound.

Her dad wades out into shallow water, heaves Danner inside Francis through the door on his chest.

What is he doing?

A magic trick, Emma thinks. Like putting the lady in the box before sawing her in half.


Then, she sees her father pull something square and red from the front of the canoe.

Emma can smell the gasoline even from her hiding place behind the truck. He’s pouring it on Francis and the canoe. She hears the liquid rush out of the spout, spatter on whatever it hits.

She has got to pee. Now.

She gets down on her hands and knees, crawls into the woods behind the truck, her bladder a hard, painful clenched fist inside her. She finds a tree to hide behind where she still has a view of the beach, pulls her shorts and underwear down. Emma hates peeing outside. You never know what bugs are hiding there in the leaves. Or snakes. She heard a story once about a girl who went to pee when she was camping and a snake crawled up inside her. Then, she had all these snake babies. Mel said it wasn’t a true story, because snakes lay eggs. “Maybe the eggs hatched inside the girl,” Emma said. Whether or not it really happened, it just went to show that when you pee outside, you’re vulnerable to all sorts of terrible things.

Just as Emma starts to go, squatting in leaf litter, holding on to a skinny white birch tree to keep from tipping over, and praying for no snakes or poison ivy, she hears someone coming through the woods. But it’s too late now, she can’t stop midstream to hide, so she hunkers down as low as she can, keeps right on peeing as a figure moves down a path just to her left. Emma watches, holding her breath, shorts down around her ankles as Winnie passes not ten feet to the side of her.

Winnie’s wearing the same outfit she had on the day she jumped into the pool; the day she saved Emma’s life. The wig an exact copy of the one Danner wears, like she and Danner are sisters or something.

Maybe it’s all part of the trick.

Emma is still peeing, it’s the pee that goes on forever, when Winnie steps out of the woods, making her way to the beach.


“You’re late,” Emma’s dad calls.

Winnie approaches the canoe but keeps her head down, as if she’s studying the ground.

In a low voice, she asks about the doll.

“I got it. It’s in the moose,” Emma’s dad tells her.

The betrayal takes Emma’s breath away. How could her father have taken Danner, how could he and Winnie be doing this terrible, unspeakable thing?

Winnie nods, unties the rope from the tree, and pushes the canoe out, then climbs in the front. Emma’s dad gets in the back, behind Francis. They each pick up an oar and begin to row.

Emma rises, pulls up her shorts, waits for them to get a ways out, then slips into the water silently, determined to stop them, to do whatever it takes.









Chapter 76



PUSHING OFF IS EASIER than he thought it would be. And the canoe stays upright. There’s room enough for Winnie up front, and Henry tucked in back, behind the moose, which reeks of gasoline. They row in silence toward the middle of the lake, going right to the spot where he swam out with Suz, and let her sink, clothing full of rocks. Where she went under and was never seen again. He remembers how he treaded water there, watching her sink, following the white ghost of her hair down, down, down until it was a tiny speck, like the reflection of a star.

His paddle slices the water. Henry looks at the ripples it leaves, thinks he sees a face underneath. Suz looking back at him, her face framed in starlight.

He believes that somehow, Suz has become the lake. Her spirit is all around them, lapping at the sides of the canoe, teasing, taunting, telling them she’s got them right where she wants them.

“I thought you were going to burn the clothes and wig,” he says to Winnie. If he peers around the left side of the moose, he can see her back. The blond wig glowing like a beacon. He closes his eyes. Listens to the sounds the water makes.


“And where’s the journal? I thought you were going to put it in the moose.”

She doesn’t answer.

“Winnie?”

She doesn’t respond. Just keeps on paddling, a little harder now.

Henry feels his throat constricting around the gasoline fumes. He glances back toward shore. It’s a long way. He’s not sure he’ll make it. Too much of a swim for a man who is so afraid of water. He wishes he had worn a life jacket. Or never let Winnie talk him into this to begin with.

He thinks he sees something in the water. A duck or a loon maybe. Moving slowly toward them.

Suz, he thinks, some irrational part of his brain taking over. It’s Suz.

He makes himself look away, paddling harder, faster, his eyes fixed on the hind legs of the moose, amputated at the knees. He thinks he hears a muffled moan from inside it.

A muffled voice. No, voices. Definite voices.

The static noise.

But they’re not coming from the moose. There are voices calling from shore, from the beach behind them.

Henry’s paddle cuts into the water. He turns and looks back toward the beach. It’s still coming at them, the thing in the water.

And what Henry thinks of now is not a loon, or a duck, or even Suz. What he imagines is the frogs left in the aquarium—a tank full of pale, bloated bodies. Somehow, in his mind, it’s those frogs who are chasing him—swollen, stinking, and vengeful.

Metamorphosis, babycakes.

There, beyond the frogs, back on the beach, are two figures, jumping up and down, flapping their arms, calling out. They look like puppets: far away and unreal. A woman with blond hair in flowing clothes. And a man waving a flashlight through the air.

The blond woman looks like Winnie, which is all wrong—Winnie is in front of him, rowing. The man, Henry thinks, might be Bill Lunde.

They’re calling his name desperately.

And they’re saying something else.

Something about Suz.

“It’s Suz,” they’re yelling.

But they’ve got it wrong—this is just Winnie dressed as Suz. Even though she said she was going to burn the clothes and wig. Just Winnie.

“Winnie?”

Henry peeks around the moose at Winnie, who has turned to face him, smiling. Only now, she looks straight at him so that he can see her face, and he realizes this is not Winnie at all.

“Oh my god,” he stammers.

It can’t be. It isn’t.

But some part of him knows the truth.

“Surprised?” she asks. “You haven’t seen anything yet, babycakes. I’ve saved the best for last.”









Chapter 77



THERE WAS A LOUD rapping at the cabin door, and Winnie screamed against the duct tape over her mouth, thrashed against the ropes so that her chair rocked on the floor. Bill Lunde burst in. Winnie was almost satisfied to see Bill looking shocked for once, seemingly unsure of the next move. He froze for two or three seconds, strode over to Winnie, pulled the duct tape from her mouth.

“Suz,” she gasped. “Suz is here! She looks totally different, but it’s her. She’s here! She’s alive!”

“I know,” Bill said. “But where is she now?”

“Out on the lake with Henry. Oh my god, what’s she going to do to Henry?”

“I followed Henry from his house. I must have missed the turnoff for the lake. I just assumed he was coming here,” Bill explained as he cut Winnie loose. He pulled her up from the chair, out the door and toward his truck. “Come on!” he told her.

“No!” Winnie said. “It’s faster if we go on foot. We’ll get there in half the time. There’s a path just over here.”

She led the way, going fast at first, slapping branches out of the way. Soon she was hesitating, losing sight of the trail. Bill had a flashlight, but everything was so overgrown it was impossible to make out a path.

“Goddamnit,” she hissed. “It’s been ten years since I’ve come down here at night.”

She remembered their last march down to the water in the dark, Suz in the lead. Winnie was pressing her gun into Spencer’s back, but, in between barked commands, they were laughing. It was a joke. Nothing bad was going to happen. It was just Suz kicking things up a notch, giving them a night to remember.

Winnie and Bill scrambled and stumbled through the dense undergrowth.

“We’ll be too late!” Winnie said, her voice high and squeaky.

Bill found the path.

“This way,” he said.

A flashlight in one hand, gun in the other, he led them down through the woods to the beach. The trees thinned and the packed dirt under their feet turned to sand. Henry’s truck was there, pulled up to the edge of the water, tailgate down. The lake lay in front of them—not the shimmering quicksilver water Winnie remembered from that summer, but something black and bottomless that gave no reflection, just absorbed the light of the stars, swallowed it down deep.

And they were too late.

Henry and Suz were out in the middle of the lake, just reaching the place where they’d watched him let her go ten years before, her clothing stuffed full of rocks.

There was nothing to do but start screaming.

“It’s Suz!” Winnie called, her voice cracking, near hysteria.









Chapter 78



WHEN TESS WAKES UP, the first thing she thinks is that she never finished her story for Claire. She never got the chance to say how things ended. How they watched Henry drag Suz, snarling and twisting, into the lake that night and how, when he let go of her, he started to cry.

“What, aren’t you going to drown me?” she said, treading water as he swam away, back toward shore. “What’s the matter, Henry? Did you really believe I was pregnant? No such luck, babycakes. Poor, poor Henry. In love with the wrong girl. But it’s okay. We’ve gone beyond that, haven’t we? We’ve dismantled relationships. Love and sex. We’ve moved above it. Beyond it. Don’t you see? We can leave here now and go off and lead our pathetic little lives changing diapers and being married to the wrong person, but we’ll always have this summer to remember. To come back to. Part of us will always be here.”

And that’s when Tess threw the rock. She’d picked it up when Suz and Henry were struggling for the gun and had been holding it tightly in her hand. She hadn’t intended to throw it. It wasn’t a premeditated act, as they say in all those television courtroom dramas. She felt as if she was throwing the rock straight into the future that Suz was describing; that the future was this horrible, senseless world encased in a delicate glass globe and all she wanted was to shatter it before it ever had a chance of coming to be.

The rock was the size of a grapefruit and smooth. It flew from her hand like a perfect pitch in the final inning, right into the strike zone. She never knew she had such a good aim.

Tess watched in what felt like slow motion as it sailed out over the water and caught Suz on the left temple. There was a loud cracking sound, then Suz slipped under, silently.

Tess stood frozen, arm extended, fingers open, as if she was expecting the rock to come back.

Winnie screamed. Spencer said, “Jesus!”

Henry, who had reached the beach by then, ran back into the water and dove in. It took him several long minutes to find her and when he did, he grabbed her, swam back, and carried her in his arms to the beach where he laid her down in the sand. Her face was covered in blood from the deep gash on her temple.

“I don’t think she’s breathing,” Henry said.

“Do something!” Winnie wailed.

“Does anyone know CPR?” Spencer asked.

Henry crouched down, pounded Suz on the chest, and gave her three quick breaths on the mouth. It didn’t look quite right to Tess, but what did she know? Just what she’d seen in movies. Henry did it again—pound-breathe-breathe-breathe, pound-breathe-breathe-breathe—and again for what seemed like a long time. Tess looked on expectantly, waiting for the part where Suz’s chest would convulse, and she would puke up lake water, look around, dazed, maybe even say, “What happened?” But the minutes passed and Suz lay limp and pale in the moonlight. Henry felt both wrists for a pulse.

“I think she’s dead,” he pronounced. He said it so calmly, so matter-of-factly that Tess didn’t believe he could possibly be serious.


Winnie wailed. Spencer wrapped his arms around her, and held her tight while she fought against him. Spencer, who should have been gone, who should have taken off running after the shot was fired, but for some reason hadn’t.

“We have to get help,” Tess said. She was sure that if she could just get to a phone, someone would come, some miracle man with medicine, bandages, and electric paddles would bring Suz back to them and they’d all laugh later about what a close call it had been. They’d say Suz had dismantled death.

Tess started walking back toward the path. She would go to the cabin, get in the van, and go to the store. There was a phone there. She’d dial 911. Tell them there’d been an accident.

“Tess,” Henry was holding her arm, gripping it so tightly she’d be black and blue for a week, pulling her back to the beach. “Stop. We have to think this through.” His breath was fiery and tequila scented. He looked at her as if she was a stranger.

“You killed her!” Winnie screamed, and Spencer held tight to her, whispered Shhh into her hair as if she was a child who’d just woken up from a terrible nightmare.

“I…,” Tess began, “I didn’t mean to.”

This was not happening. It could not be happening. Her arm was hurting where Henry’s hand clenched it, and she tried to break away.

“I didn’t mean it,” Tess said again quietly. She didn’t know who she was talking to.

“This is totally fucked up,” Spencer said.

“Everyone just shut up and let me think!” Henry barked. He let go of Tess and went to sit on the big flat rock in the center of the beach. The sacrificial stone, Suz always called it. Tess stood over Suz’s body, watching for a sign of life, some inkling that Henry had been wrong. She kneeled down in the sand, put her ear against Suz’s chest, listening for a heartbeat. All she heard was Spencer behind her, trying to get his lighter to work, flicking it with his thumb over and over without getting a spark. Tess moved her head up, put her cheek above Suz’s mouth, feeling for breath. Suz’s lips were cold, bluish in the moonlight.

“The way I see it, we have two choices,” Henry said at last, sounding altogether too sober. “We can go call the police and explain what happened. In this scenario, Tess would probably go to jail and maybe the rest of us too. Once they started their investigation and found out about some of the stuff we’ve done, we’d all be in some pretty deep shit. The Compassionate Dismantlers would be put under a microscope and I don’t think any of us want that. Suz wouldn’t have wanted that.

“Choice number two is that we put her in the lake. We weight her down and swim her out to the middle.”

“We can’t just sink her in the lake!” Winnie shrieked. “People will ask where she went. You can’t just make someone disappear like that! We can’t do that to her!”

“No one will come looking,” Henry said. “Shit, all she’s got is that one aunt who couldn’t even bother coming to graduation. It’s not like Suz kept in touch with anyone. We’re the only family she’s got. If anyone ever asks, we say she took off hitchhiking to California. Besides, I think this is what she would want. Think of how much she loves this place. Now she’ll be a part of it forever.”

Henry began picking up stones from the beach, filling Suz’s clothes with them, and since no one stopped him, he continued.

“Do you have to do that?” Winnie asked, sobbing.

“We’ve got to weight her down. So she won’t float.”

Tess fell to her knees then, twisting her right hand with her left, feeling the sand and grit the rock had left on her palm.

Slowly, Henry carried Suz into the water, then swam on his back, her body resting on his chest and belly, out to the middle of the lake. They looked like two lovers doing the backstroke on a moonlit night. Suz’s head bobbed on Henry’s shoulder. It looked to Tess, squinting out at them, as if when Henry let Suz go, she went down smiling.

THE FIRST THING TESS thinks of when she wakes up is the story she never finished. The next thing she thinks is that she smells gasoline. And she can’t breathe. Slowly it dawns on her that her mouth is taped closed. Arms and legs tied. It’s dark. She’s wrapped up tight in some sort of shroudlike sheet. And she’s on the water. Floating. Bobbing up and down in some kind of boat. She’s just cargo.

She remembers drinking the wine Claire gave her. And then Suz stepped into the room. Or someone dressed as Suz.

She has a very fuzzy memory of waking up again in a different room, hearing voices. Or one voice. The voice getting louder.

“She’s waking up,” it had said. Tess had forced her eyes open and saw Suz leaning down with a needle, felt a stinging in her arm.

Tess hears voices again now. They are muffled but recognizable. It’s Henry and a woman. What are they saying? Something about dismantling love? But no, that was a conversation years ago. A conversation with Suz.

Tess starts to scream against the tape, but it only comes out as a sad little moan. And she thinks of that stupid riddle the moose told Spencer all those years ago. The riddle her daughter just re-told her. You’re in a cement room with no windows or door. All you have is a table and mirror. How do you get out?

She wonders where her table and mirror are. How she’s going to make a hole to crawl through.









Chapter 79



“SUZ?” HE’S SQUINTING AT her, not quite believing. This isn’t the Suz he remembers: the one in the photos, the one Winnie has been running all over town dressed as. Her face is different, cheekbones more pronounced, nose slightly smaller.

“The new and improved, babycakes!” she says.

And yes, it is her. He’d know that voice anywhere, lilting, teasing.

“But I don’t…I mean, I can’t…,” he stammers.

She laughs. It’s that throaty, seductive Suz laugh he’s remembered each night in his dreams. His nightmares.

“My greatest accomplishment—I dismantled myself. Let Suz Pierce die that night and started over. It’s amazing what a little cosmetic surgery can do, isn’t it? Colored contacts, some hair dye, capped teeth.”

“How?” Henry gasps. “You were dead.”

She shakes her head. “No, Henry. Just unconscious. A little sluggish from the Vicodin Tess dumped in my drink. Mix that shit with booze and it’s pretty much roll over and play dead—slows your heart and breathing way the fuck down. I came to as I was sinking, and started swimming underwater, pulling these fucking rocks out of my clothes—nice touch, Henry—as I went. When I couldn’t hold my breath another second, I surfaced and was clear on the other side of the lake, away from you idiots.”

Henry stares at her in disbelief, remembering how he had searched for a pulse on her wrist, her neck. Her skin was damp and cold. Frog skin. Her chest did not rise and fall.

“I thought I was all done with this place, but a couple weeks back, I got this postcard. My cousin Nancy forwarded it to me from my aunt’s. She called me a week later to tell me about Spencer. Icing on the fucking cake, right?”

“You didn’t send the postcards?” Henry asks.

Suz shakes her head.

“Well, who did?” he asks.

She shrugs. “You got me, babycakes. I thought maybe it was you. But it doesn’t matter now. The way I see it, whoever sent them did me a favor. They gave me the perfect opportunity to come back for one final act of dismantling.”

Henry’s head is spinning. He’s trying to focus on her words, to connect the dots to see the full picture at last.

“You left the notes for Winnie in her journal. Gave her the clothes and wig. You wanted us all to think it was her.”

She nods. “Now you’re catching on. And playing Claire Novak was just too much fun.”

“Who?” Henry asks.

“The woman your wife’s been having an affair with. Or didn’t you know?” She laughs.

Henry remembers the conversation he overheard on the phone: Tess saying, “I’ll do it,” and a woman with an accent answering, “I knew you would.” It was Suz.

Of course she’d target Tess. Tess would have been the first person she went after.

But where is Tess?


Frantic voices float across the lake. It’s Suz!

“Care to do the honors?” Suz asks, pulling a book of matches from her pocket, holding it out to him. He shakes his head.

“Suit yourself,” she says. “Maybe you’re still too spooked after that fire burned down poor Tess’s studio. A terrible thing, wasn’t it? Funny how much damage a single candle and a few cans of turpentine can do.” She strikes a match, her face glowing like an orange demon behind it, eyes glistening as she holds the match to the antlers of the gas-soaked wooden moose.

“It was you,” Henry said, deflated.

The flames jump over the moose’s ears, down his head and neck.

Suz stands, perching at the bow of the canoe, says, “Henry, you poor fool, it’s always been me,” then dives into the water, smooth and graceful, as if she and the lake are one.









Chapter 80



EMMA’S MOVING FAST THROUGH the water, her cadence perfect. She’s almost to them, though she doesn’t know what she’ll do when she gets there.

She knows only that she has to save Danner and Francis.

Back on the shore, a man and woman are screaming something about Suz.

It’s Suz!

What is?

Maybe Daddy and Winnie know.

Emma remembers the photo of the four of them: her parents young and in love; the girl giving the finger; the other, dark-haired girl holding the gun. The Compassionate Dismantlers.

Emma wishes she could loop back in time to the morning she and Mel searched her dad’s studio. She’d put that photo back in the toolbox with the heavy black journal, lock it all up tight. Tell Mel to forget all about Operation Reunite.

Some things are better left alone.

Emma’s almost to the canoe when Winnie rises, lights a match, holds it to her face.


But this is all wrong. The woman in the boat doesn’t look like Winnie. Not now that her face is lit up.

Emma’s skin prickles.

They’ll burn.

The match hits Francis’s antlers, and the flames race over his head, following a trail down his great neck, over his shoulders, spreading across his wide back.

Winnie (or the person dressed up like Winnie) dives from the front of the canoe, making the whole thing rock; Francis the moose sways, dancing in the flames. Emma’s father clings to the sides, then lowers himself carefully into the water, like a stiff old man, one leg at a time. Her father, who never swims, who is petrified of bathtubs even, is soon kicking, thrashing his arms in a blind panic. He’s like a man who’s never learned to swim.

“Emma?” her dad says, then, just as she’s about to answer—to say, Yes, Daddy, it’s me—he goes under.









Chapter 81



WHEN SUZ DIVES OFF the front, it makes the canoe rock, nearly tipping. Henry drops the paddle, grips both sides of the canoe in a desperate attempt to stay upright.

What are his options? Swim or be burned alive.

He feels the heat as the moose’s head is engulfed in flames. The smoke blows back, hitting him like a wall, choking him, making his eyes burn. Slowly, carefully, he lifts himself out the canoe and slips into the inky water.

The panic he feels is incredible. He’s fighting with the water, flailing uselessly, exhausting himself. Then, he sees her.

There, just in front of him, is his daughter, exactly as she appears in his dreams. Emma, his Emma, is sinking down, her hair and clothing full of pondweed—a little girl playing dress up, with a necklace, boa, and tiara of slimy green stems, brown algae-covered leaves.

“Emma,” he calls, the word a desperate sigh.

He holds his breath and goes after her.

He swims blindly down, reaching out with his hands, not seeing anything.


Down, down, down he swims, sure he’ll touch bottom at any minute. He’s holding his breath, but his eyes are open. He sees his own arms, glowing and pale, moving in front of him; disembodied, creatures all their own.

Hands are grabbing the back of his shirt. He’s being pulled up.

No! he wants to scream. My little girl is down here!

He struggles against the hands, but he needs a breath, just one sucking gulp of precious air, then he can go under again.

He fights his way to the top, his rescuer still holding tight to his shirt. He surfaces, gasping for air, and hears Emma’s voice.

“Daddy!”

He turns, sees that it’s Emma clutching his shirt.

“But you went under,” he says, coughing and sputtering, reaching out to take her in his shaking arms.

“I thought you were drowning,” she says, gasping herself.

No. It was you. You were drowning.

He holds her against him, both of them treading water and shivering. Emma’s in shorts and a T-shirt. No flowing clothing. No long fronds of pondweed draped around her neck and woven through her hair.

Is it possible, Henry wonders, that your fears can take on a life of their own? Is this what ghosts are—things worried into existence, frantic energy manifesting itself in an almost physical way?

Suz, like a buoyant otter, is swimming playful circles around Henry and Emma.

“Thought we lost you there,” Suz says. “What happened, Henry? You used to be a great swimmer. Pretty sad. Having to be rescued by a little girl.”

Behind them the moose crackles and snaps as the flames spread.

But beyond the noise of the fire, there is another sound, a low howl, as if the moose is crying out in pain.


It’s almost human—buzzing and frantic: the static noise.

Treading water, Henry remembers the weight and heft of the Danner doll. The way she was laid out in his studio, waiting for him like some kind of sacrifice.

“Daddy!” Emma cries, nearly to him now. “You’ve got to put out Francis! Hurry! You’ve got to save Danner.”

Another humming groan from inside the moose.

Tess was the one who threw the rock that night. The one who’d drugged Suz’s drink. It was Henry who stuffed her clothing full of rocks and dragged her out into the middle of the lake, but it had been Tess who killed her.

He begins paddling madly toward the blazing moose carcass. Henry’s battling with the water, struggling to stay afloat and move forward. His face keeps bobbing under. He swallows great gulps of lake water, coughs and sputters.

“Danner!” Emma screams, swimming toward the burning moose at a steady clip.

Henry’s swimming muscles are stiff and out of practice, but soon he hits his stride, stops taking gulps of water. His body remembers and takes over, overpowering the crushing fear in his mind. He was always a strong swimmer. The strongest and fastest of the bunch.

“You’re too late, Henry,” Suz calls. She’s treading water behind him. “You’re fucking pathetic!”

The moose is throwing off too much heat. Its antlers have collapsed; its head is teetering forward, hanging by a thread. Flames have covered its back. The tail is nothing but crisp carbon and ash.

“A crime of passion,” Suz says. “You discovered your wife was having an affair with another woman and you snapped. So tragic! So sick and titillating and tragic! Gonna be on Court TV for sure!”

Henry swims closer to the moose, the truth moving through him like its own sort of fire. He turns back to Suz. “What have you done?”

Suz laughs. “Oh, Henry. The question is, what have you done?”

Emma is beside him now. “Danner, Daddy!” she squeals.

“Stay back!” he yells at Emma. And then, he holds his breath and goes under.

Eyes open. Black water. He dives down and forward, reaches ahead and up, grasping blindly until he feels the wooden hull. He’s under the boat now, and brings his hands up, grabs the edge of the canoe, fingers screaming from the heat, and yanks down with all his might. The canoe teeters, then flips. He slides through the water and comes up for air on the other side.

His lungs clog with the thick smoke. Pieces of burning moose have floated away from the smoldering carcass and sail like a tiny flaming regatta. The body of the moose, what’s left of it, is quickly sinking.

“Hurry, Daddy!” Emma yelps. She’s treading water near the sinking moose. He scans the wreckage, sees the moose is door side down. He grabs hold of it, the charred wood is hot but the flames are out. He’s trying to flip it over, to keep it from going down. With his left hand, he finds the door underwater. He takes a scorching breath and dives under, pulling at it. Then Emma is beside him, reaching for the door in the moose’s chest. The door that has jammed, won’t open. They’re both feeling along the edges, scrabbling and pounding. Henry has to rise to the surface for a breath, but Emma, Emma can stay underwater forever, she’s got gills, their daughter, and by the time Henry takes a stabbing breath and dives back under, he finds that Em’s got the door open. Now it’s her turn to go up for air.

The figure wrapped in rope is thrashing, fighting against him as he pulls it out of the skeletal wreckage of the moose. He loses his grip, the body slips away, sinking down. He dives deeper, groping in the dark water and grabs it again, yellow rope looped around his hands as they struggle to the surface where his lungs scream for air.

With Emma helping him, treading water, they awkwardly unravel the waterlogged rope mummy to reveal Emma’s doll. Henry rips at the cloth face, the terrible eyes stitched on, ink running like tears down the pillowcase face.

“Dad! No!” Emma shouts, but then she sees what’s underneath.

Tess is inside, her own eyes wide with panic, mouth duct-taped closed.

“Mom?” Emma says. “You’re Danner?”

Henry and Emma free her from the remaining rope and Danner doll suit, pull the tape from her mouth. She gulps at the air, coughing and retching.

“Henry,” she whispers at last. She’s naked against him. Shivering, but okay. She’s going to be okay.

She gives a little shriek.

“Shhh,” he says. “You’re okay. It’s okay now.”

“Suz,” Tess gasps as she looks out across the water. “She went under. She’s gone.”

And they all look to the place where Suz just was, scan the surface of the water for bubbles, ripples, anything, but she’s slipped away. All that’s left is the blond wig, floating.









Chapter 82



“I WAS SO CLOSE to piecing everything together,” Bill Lunde tells them. They’re huddled around Henry’s pickup, on the beach, waiting for the police to arrive. Tess has wrapped herself in a paint-splattered canvas tarp from the back of the truck. She’s shivering. Can’t seem to get warm. Henry is standing beside her, their bodies not quite touching. Every now and then, when she lets out a hacking cough, he reaches over and gives her shoulder a tentative little pat, something an old-maid aunt might do. Emma is sitting cross-legged on the big rock in the center of the beach. She’s holding a soaking-wet canvas gardening glove—all that remains of the Danner doll.

“I’d followed Tess out to Claire Novak’s and seen Claire sneaking around at the cabin,” Bill tells them. “I suspected she might be Suz, but didn’t have any hard evidence. And of course I had no idea that you all thought she was dead.”

Henry’s already explained that ten years ago, there’d been…an accident. “I swam her body out into the middle of the lake,” he told Bill. “I watched her go under.”

Tess still can’t believe it.


Suz. Alive.

Claire was Suz. It doesn’t seem possible.

Passion. That’s what’s missing.

She pictures Claire’s hands. Tries hard to go back in her mind and see Suz’s. Could they really be the same? Yes, she may have changed the shape of her face, the color of her hair and eyes—but shouldn’t Tess have known? Isn’t it possible to recognize someone by their hands, the small gestures it’s impossible to hide?

Was Tess that desperate for love, for someone to come along and actually understand her, that she was blind to the warning signs?

Pathetic.

“She’s the one who left the wig and clothes for me. Who’d been writing in my journal,” Winnie says. “It was Suz. Only not the ghost version.”

Bill nods.

“I can’t believe she’s been alive all this time,” Winnie says.

“Alive and harboring one hell of a grudge,” Bill adds.

Tess touches her bruised shoulder—the faint bite marks Suz left there.

Do you want to be saved, Tess?

“Did she say anything to you?” Henry asks Winnie. “When she came out to the cabin and tied you up like that?”

Winnie’s chin quivers. Her eyes fill. “She said we’d disappointed her. She couldn’t believe how easy it had all been. To set us up like this. To fool us.”

Henry turns to look at Tess, who has said nothing so far. What is there to say? What can she possibly add to all of this? She had been the one most fooled. The joke was on her.

Tell me your biggest secret. The one thing you’ve never told anyone.

“I think she was the one who sent the postcards,” Bill tells them. “Though I can’t figure out why she waited ten years.”

It’ll be like confession…I’ll absolve you of your sins.


Henry shakes his head. “When we were out on the canoe, she said it wasn’t her. But that whoever did send them had done her a favor.”

“It was me.” A weak voice from the edge of the group. “I sent the postcards,” Emma says. She looks so small, hunched there in her soaking-wet shorts and T-shirt. The little girl brought into existence by holes Winnie poked in a condom. The one good thing that had come out of that long-ago summer.

“Mel and I found the pictures and old journal in Dad’s studio.” She looks at her parents. “I thought that if I could get your college friends back…” Her chin starts to quiver and she looks down at the ground.

Tess steps forward, takes Emma in her arms, enfolding her inside the paint-splattered tarp, like a mother moth.

Flashing lights come bouncing down the old logging road. Bill insisted on calling the police, but Tess knows it won’t make a difference. They can search the woods around the lake all night—they’ll never find her. As always, she’s about ten steps ahead of everyone else.

Suz is gone.










[ PART SIX ]

LOOK IN THE MIRROR TO SEE WHAT YOU SAW
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Chapter 83



HENRY’S ON THE FLOOR of his workshop, amid the sawdust and shavings: all that’s left of the canoe.

He’s got Suz’s journal on his lap. Winnie handed it to him yesterday just before she got in her pickup to head back to Boston.

“Suz left it for me that last day,” Winnie told him. “She must have taken it from your studio when she grabbed Emma’s doll out of the Blazer.”

Henry nodded. Over the past week, they’d put everything together. It had been Suz dressed up in the wig and old clothes, sneaking around. She’d burned Tess’s studio. She’d learned about the doll from Tess, knew how Henry hated it. Winnie told them that Suz seemed to know all about their plan to float the moose out on the lake with all her things inside and set it on fire.

“She must have been spying on us all the time. Listening to our phone conversations. She knew everything,” Winnie said. “I think she snuck into your house that night and moved the doll around, knowing it would freak you out to the point of wanting to burn it up in the moose. Then she stole the doll and returned it with Tess stuck inside.”


Tess, they’d learned from blood tests at the hospital, had been injected with walloping doses of tranquilizers to keep her knocked out, hidden inside the Danner doll.

“Veterinary drugs,” the emergency room doctor told Henry. “It’s a lucky thing your wife is in such excellent shape—her heart could take it. Another person might not have been so lucky.”

Henry still didn’t understand how Suz had pulled it all off—it wasn’t possible that she’d planned for things to go the way they had. She had no way of knowing about the canoe or the doll when she’d first gotten to town.

“You know what Suz used to say,” Winnie told him. “Great art is all about improvisation.”

Henry had one hand on the door of Winnie’s pickup, in the other was the journal. He remembered Suz taunting them from the lake just before Tess hit her with the rock.

We’ll always have this summer to remember. To come back to. Part of us will always be here.

“Do you think we’ll ever see her again?” Henry asked Winnie just before she pulled away.

Winnie shrugged. “It depends,” Winnie said. “On whether or not she thinks she’s through with us.”

HENRY FLIPS THROUGH THE journal. Reads about the formation of the Dismantlers—how Suz pocketed the keys to the van so they’d be stranded at the gas station that long-ago December. As he turns the pages, he watches Suz falling in love with Winnie, determined to save Winnie from the boys and the cutting, even from herself. He reads about Suz’s plot to get him and Tess together, how she talked him into going out to the Habitrail tube to meet Tess that night by saying, “If you want to prove your allegiance to me, Henry, then go out there and hook up with Tess. It’s not forever. It’s just what works best for now.”

Last night, after checking on Emma, Henry stuck his head in to say good night to Tess. She was sitting on the edge of the bed, staring at a sketch she’d done of Suz, crying.

Without a word, he sat down beside her, put his hand gently on her shoulder. She leaned into him, let him hold her. They stayed like that for a long time, not speaking, but together. Finally, too exhausted to sit any longer, they lay down together on top of the quilt covering the bed. He held her all night, listened to her fall asleep, breathed in the smell of her hair, felt her chest rise and fall.

And in the morning, when he woke, she was down in the kitchen, the smell of coffee drifting up the stairs. He lay there a long time, savoring the moment, tricking himself into believing that it had never been any other way—he had always been there, waking on his side of the bed, her pillow still warm.

Part of him was twenty again, waking up in her dorm room at Sexton, waiting for her to bring in a cup of thick, sweet Turkish coffee, in love with his life because it was so full of possibility.

Sometimes I think we’re just conduits.

Then he sat up looked down at the floor and saw Tess’s sketch looking back at him.

Suz.

Suz the creator. Suz the destroyer. Suz the shaman, who put hair and blood and dirt and little pieces of other people’s souls into every work of art she ever created, making the static noise, speaking in tongues.

Suz. His Suz. Their Suz.

Part of you will always be with me.

He bent and turned the drawing over, facedown, then joined his wife and daughter downstairs for breakfast.

HENRY’S DECIDED TO BURN the journal today. He’ll look at it one last time, then have his own little bonfire out behind the barn. Time to put the past to rest once and for all so he can concentrate on rebuilding his life in the here and now.


Henry flips to an entry he hasn’t read before. Dated one week before Suz’s supposed death, before the end of everything.


            July 20—Cabin at the lake

            I told Winnie the truth today. I expected her to be furious, but she wasn’t. She said that when this thing with Spencer is over, this final mission of the Compassionate Dismantlers, she and I can leave here, make a new start someplace else.




            I laughed a little. “But what about the baby?” I asked.




            “We have it. We go out to San Francisco and have the baby. Our own little family.”




            “What about Henry and Tess?”




            “We don’t tell them. They never have to know.”
 



            “But Henry’s the kid’s father,” I argued.
 



            “No,” Winnie said. “One drunken fuck in the sand doesn’t make you a father.”




            “Neither of us was drunk,” I told her. “And Henry used a condom. I don’t get how it happened. We were careful.”
 



            I watched Winnie cringe. “These things happen,” she said. “It doesn’t matter how it happened, but we’ve gotta believe it happened for a reason, right? We’re meant to have this baby—you and me. We’re the only parents she’ll need.”





            I kissed her.




            I don’t know what’s really gonna happen—the whole thing scares the shit out of me, to be honest.
 



            I know it doesn’t make any sense, and it’s not really possible, but sometimes…sometimes I think I feel her in there, swimming around like a little tadpole; the tiniest secret with a heart all her own.



Henry closes the journal, his head beginning to throb.

Part of you will always be here with me.

Did Suz have a child? His child? Does he have a son or daughter out there somewhere, walking around in the world?

The child would be about Emma’s age.

He tosses the journal aside, pulls the cell phone from his pocket, and punches in Winnie’s number. He gets her voice mail.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” he says into the phone. “Suz really was pregnant. That baby was mine! What happened to it? If you know, if she said anything to you about it when she found you at the cabin, you’ve got to tell me. Please call me back.”

As he’s hanging up, his landline rings. He pulls himself up off the floor and hurries to grab the phone mounted on the wall beside his tool bench. Maybe it’s Winnie! Or even Suz—he lets himself imagine it for half a second—Suz calling to say, Would you like to meet your child? The one you never knew about?

“Hello,” Henry says, nearly breathless with expectation.

“Henry? Bill Lunde here.”

“Hey, Bill.” Henry sighs, dusting wood chips from his pants.

“Henry…I wanted to give you a heads-up. The police, when they couldn’t find any trace of Suz in the immediate area, they dragged Number Ten Lake. The divers found something.”

Henry presses the phone harder against his ear. “Something?”


“First, they pulled up a trash bag full of clothes and personal effects.” Bill pauses, Henry nods into the phone, remembers Winnie telling the story of swimming the clothes out when she first got back to the cabin. Bill clears his throat, continuing, “Then they discovered human remains. Out in the middle of the lake.”

“Oh my god! Did Suz not make it back to shore? Did she get caught up on the moose somehow?”

“No. The bones they pulled from the bottom of the lake had been there awhile. A decade or so. Female, trauma to her skull.”

Henry feels the little pinprick of pain in his left eye that says a headache is coming. His breath is fast and shallow. His skin cool and clammy.

“I don’t understand,” Henry tells him.

“Suz’s old dental records were faxed over this morning. They’re a positive match, Henry. I think you’re going to want to get a lawyer.”

Henry remembers the feel of Suz against him, on top of him, as he swam on his back out into the middle of the lake. How cold her body felt. How still.

“But that’s not possible. Suz is alive. She came back,” Henry says. “You saw her. She told me things in the canoe—things only Suz would know.”

“We were wrong, Henry. I don’t know who Claire Novak is—I can’t find a trace of her anywhere—but she’s definitely not Suz Pierce.”

Henry feels all the air leave him.

He’s underwater again, trying to save his drowning daughter. Only this time, at last, he understands it’s not Emma. It’s the unborn child Suz was carrying when he swam her out to the middle of Number 10 Lake, her clothing full of rocks.









Chapter 84



TESS’S EYES ARE MOVING from wall to canvas as she tries to capture…what? Surely not passion.

Answers. That’s what she wants: answers.

She’s been working on the portrait for three days now. With no studio to work in, she’s set herself up in the bedroom. The wall opposite her is covered with the sketches she’d done of Claire Novak: pair after pair of Claire’s green eyes follow her everywhere she goes, each version of her face forming the same unspoken question: how could you let yourself be fooled?

As she’s worked from the sketches, filling in details from memory, she’s studied the painting for some sign. She’s recalled each conversation, each meeting, replaying words and phrases, searching for clues. Surely, Suz must have dropped clues. That would have been part of the game.

She’s found herself talking to the portrait, begging for answers. And now, as she adds the finishing touches—the little highlights in Claire’s eyes—she steps back to look and sees that what she’s captured on the canvas isn’t really Claire. Yet it isn’t Suz either. It’s a strange amalgamation of the two: a mythical creature with startling green eyes, blond hair, and a cigarette in her mouth.

“Tess.” Henry’s stumbled into the room, looking pale. He’s holding a hand over one eye the way he does when he has a bad headache. She goes to him, gently moves his hand away and places her fingers on his forehead, her thumb hooked under the ridge of his eyebrow, and begins to rub in slow circles. She knows what to do. How to make this go away.

When Tess woke up this morning with Henry’s arm wrapped around her, she had the feeling for the first time in days, weeks, months even, that things might be all right. Maybe, now that she wasn’t a murderer, now that Henry wasn’t her accomplice, they could start their lives over in some way. Maybe the past would let them go.

She wasn’t an idiot. She didn’t expect that they’d get together again and live happily ever after. But maybe now that things didn’t feel so trapped and stagnant, they could try again. Go out for dinner and a movie: best friends who might, one day, become something more. They could even take that silly gallery owner’s advice and go on a trip: see Europe. Go wine tasting in Provence. Get to know each other all over again.

Tess smiles at the thought as she holds his head cradled in her hands, rubs the pain away with her magic-finger circles.

“It wasn’t her, Tess,” he says. He’s crying now, but trying not to. His whole body heaves and trembles with the effort of holding it all back.

“Wasn’t who?” she asks, her voice calm as a lullaby, her fingers and thumb still doing their slow, steady circles.

“They found…remains. At the bottom of the lake. A female. Trauma to the skull. They’ve been there ten years. All this time.”

“No,” Tess says, the word little more than a weak sigh.

“They faxed over her dental records this morning, Tess. Lunde says it was a positive match. It’s Suz.”


Her fingers slip away from his face.

“But she—” Tess hears herself say, reaching up to touch her shoulder, where her shirt hides a gold-colored bruise marking the place Claire’s teeth met her skin.

“They’ve been down there the whole time,” Henry repeats, as if what remains of Suz is somehow more than she ever was in life.

Tess turns to look back at her portrait. If Claire wasn’t Suz, who was she?

Behind her, Henry slips away saying something about finding a lawyer. “And you should call your parents,” he says. “See if they can drive up and help with Em for a while.”

Tess nods, her eyes still on the portrait.

Tell me your biggest secret. The one thing you’ve never told anyone.

The police will come. And she knows what she’ll tell them, no matter what any lawyer advises: the truth. It’s time for the truth.

She held a rock in her hand. It was the size of a grapefruit. She didn’t realize she was going to throw it until it was in the air. Even then, she never thought she had a chance of hitting Suz. She was so far out. And Tess had such lousy aim. She was just angry. Wanting to scare Suz, shut her up for once, just for one minute.

Tess closes her eyes. Sees Suz on a hillside of brown grass, a crown of oak leaves in her hair. Behind her, the parking lot with Henry’s van, keys lost; the Texaco sign—a bright white star shining down, marking their place on earth, in the universe. And Suz leans toward them, and in a fevered whisper says, “Do you want to hear something that will change your lives forever?”









Chapter 85



WINNIE ROLLS OVER. THE train is rattling along on its tracks, rocking her, lulling her back to a dreamless sleep. For once, the nightmares are gone. She lifts her head from the pillow, pulls back the curtain to see a brilliant sunrise lighting fields and mountain. They could be anywhere. The truth is, she’s lost track. Isn’t sure which borders they’ve crossed.

Over the intercom, the conductor makes an announcement she doesn’t understand.

“You awake, love?” Amber asks.

Winnie turns, sees Amber’s got the wig on. God, she loves it when Amber wears the wig. It gives her a little jolt, makes her scars tingle.

When they met in the hospital two years ago, Winnie knew that her luck was about to change. Here was a person who understood everything Winnie said, everything she had to offer. A mysterious woman with deep green eyes and the highest cheekbones Winnie had ever seen. Nefertiti, Winnie called her.

Now that she knows her better, she calls her My Little Chameleon, because Amber has this uncanny ability to change her look, her voice, to turn into someone else.


In the beginning, Winnie started with the story of her scars. And to tell the story of her scars, she had to tell the story of Suz. The story of the Dismantlers. Amber wanted to know everything. Every detail. She became enraptured with Suz, even secondhand.

And everything they’d done together had all started with Amber’s idea: “You know,” she said, “we should really find a way to make the others pay for what they did to Suz. And the baby.”

When the postcards arrived it was an unbelievable stroke of luck. A miracle.

They hadn’t started out with much of a plan. Just that Amber would play Claire Novak—Suz in disguise—and somehow, they’d pull off an act of revenge worthy of the Dismantlers, of Suz. And things had fallen into place so perfectly: the moose, the canoe, Emma’s doll, Tess’s seduction; it was as if Suz herself was guiding them, pulling everyone on invisible puppet strings.

Winnie loves to imagine the look poor Tess must have had on her face when Amber came into the bedroom dressed as Suz, syringe in hand. She wishes she could have been there to see it instead of hiding out at Henry’s, moving the damn doll around. She joined Amber as soon as she and Henry finished putting the moose on the canoe; got there in time to see Amber give Tess the final dose of tranquilizers before stitching her up inside Emma’s doll. For an instant, Tess seemed to come to, opening her eyes to see them both standing there in their matching blond wigs and silk tunics. Tess had the oddest look of being both puzzled and suddenly understanding everything.

“What if she recognized me?” Winnie had asked Amber once Tess was out again.

Amber had shaken her head. “If she even remembers, all she’ll think is that she had double vision, and instead of one Suz, she saw two. Besides, it’s not as if it matters now. Once she’s in the moose, it’s all over. Now come on, we’ve gotta hurry up and get her over to Henry’s barn.”


“I’M GLAD YOU BROUGHT the wig,” Winnie says, running her fingers up the bumps of Amber’s spine, a train track all its own. Bumpity, bump.

Amber turns to face Winnie. They kiss. Amber’s kisses are all tongue; hungry dog kisses.

“What wig?” Amber says, breaking away from the kiss and using the mysterious Claire Novak accent.

And Winnie thinks it again: Suz would have loved this. She’d love Amber. Wherever she is right now, she’s pleased.

Winnie reaches for what’s left of the bottle of champagne and refills their glasses.

“To Suz,” Amber says, as if reading Winnie’s mind.

“And to the new Compassionate Dismantlers,” Winnie says.

“Tear it up, babycakes,” Amber whispers, so like Suz it gives Winnie shivers. “Let’s tear it the fuck up.”









Chapter 86



IN ORDER TO TRULY understand something, you have to take it apart.

This is what the moose tells her.

“No,” Emma argues. “You have to put things together. That’s the only way to make sense of the world.”

Francis the moose is whole now, all nine paintings hung in the entryway of their house, taking up the entire wall.

“Nine,” Emma whispers again, smiling as she stands in the front hall, dwarfed by Francis in his entirety.

He gives a little shuffle. A happy whole-moose grunt.

Sometimes, like now, Emma’s sure she can even smell him—his thick, musky scent of fur and dung; wild, far-off places. Places like A Long Time Ago.

Yesterday, she watched a fly land on the painting, crawl along the entire length of his body, moving carefully, prodding with its proboscis, apparently unsure whether it was tasting actual moose or paint-covered canvas.

It makes her dizzy to think of it.

Emma has heard the hushed conversations her parents have been having this morning. She knows about the skeleton pulled from the lake. She understands what it means.

Emma goes upstairs to her room, locks the door, then lays down on her bed with her eyes closed tight.

“Danner?” she calls. “What if they take my parents away?”

Emma’s skin gets prickly and she opens her eyes. There, in the chair by the computer, is Danner. The real Danner—the one she’s known her whole life, has grown up alongside, not some stupid doll.

“Don’t worry,” Danner tells her. The light coming through the window seems to shine through her, make her glow and sparkle. “We’re sisters, after all. We’ll always have each other.”
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			From The Book of Fairies

		
			If you are holding this book in your hands, you are one of the chosen. You must understand that with this privilege comes great responsibility. The knowledge contained in these pages will change your life forever. But you must be very wary of who you share this knowledge with. The fate of our race depends on it. On you.

		

	


	
		
			PROLOGUE

			Phoebe

			JUNE 23, FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

			Hotter than hot, no air-conditioning, sweat pouring down in rivers, the Magic Fingers motel bed vibrating beneath her, Mr. Ice Cream doing his thing above. He’s not bad-looking, a little paunch-bellied, but he’s got a nice face. Blue eyes that remind her of a crystal stream. Of that song “Crystal Blue Persuasion”—something her ma listened to all the time. Of course, she told him that, and now sometimes he sings it to her, his idea of foreplay. She wishes he’d shave his mustache, but no chance, the wife loves it.

			The wife, however, does not like to ride. But Phoebe does. He’s got a Harley and he takes her out every Saturday, and sometimes in the evening after they close the shop. Wind in her hair, bugs in her teeth, the bike roaring like something unholy underneath her. He likes to park way out at the end of a fire trail, do it to her on his bike. Sometimes she’s sure it’s the motorcycle he’s screwing, not her. She doesn’t mind. It’s hard to compete with all that glossy paint and chrome so shiny she can see their reflections. And it beats the crap out of the high school boys who don’t last five minutes in the backseats of cars.

			Phoebe doesn’t mind, no. She’s just turned twenty. Three months ago, she moved to Brattleboro with her friends Nan and Sasha. She wanted to go farther, California maybe even, to put as much distance as she could between her and her mother. But Sasha had a boyfriend in Brattleboro, and Vermont was better than the shit old mill town she’d grown up in down in Massachusetts. And when her ma calls the apartment, drunker than drunk, Nan and Sasha talk in silly accents, say she’s reached the China Star restaurant. Her ma says, “Is Phoebe in?” and Nan says, “Peking duck? Okay. You want wonton? Special today.” Then they all fall over laughing.

			They’ve got a low-rent hovel of an apartment—greasy walls, squirrels nesting in the drop-down ceiling (one fell through when Sasha was cooking ramen noodles—a great story to tell at parties), but they’re hardly ever there, so it’s okay. Phoebe got a job scooping ice cream at the Crazy Cone, which pays her share of the rent and keeps her amused. Mostly kids come into the Crazy Cone for the arcade, dumping change into The Claw with its promise of stuffed pink poodles and fake designer sunglasses.

			Her boss, Mr. Ice Cream, is twenty years older than she. He takes blood pressure medication and wears orthotics in his shoes. He has hair on his back. She tries not to touch it but always ends up running her fingers through it anyway. Being repulsed but unable to stop at the same time. Phoebe’s like that.

			She’s on the lumpy motel mattress trying not to think about the hair on his back, or that his breath is particularly bad today. Rancid, like old meat. Maybe Mr. Ice Cream is really a werewolf. Phoebe imagines him covered in hair, sprouting fangs by the light of the full moon. Enough. She clears her mind, tries to relax, to let the Magic Fingers do their thing underneath her while he does his thing on top. She looks up at Mr. Ice Cream, who’s got his eyes clamped shut, his face sweaty, lips swollen-looking under his caterpillar of a mustache (her friends think it’s so cool that she’s going out with an older guy, a rich guy), but what catches her eye is what’s happening on the wall behind him.

			The TV flickers and glows with the dull blue fire of the evening news. There’s a story on about the girl who’s disappeared in Harmony. Three nights ago, she went into the woods behind her house and never came out again. She said there was a door in those woods, somewhere in the ruins of an old town long abandoned. She’d told her little brother she’d met the King of the Fairies and he was going to take her home to be his queen.

			The newscaster says all that remains of the village in the woods is chimneys and cellar holes. Some lilac bushes and apple trees in old dooryards. The little settlement was called Reliance, of all things, and was never shown on any maps. It disappeared without explanation. Perhaps everyone died off in the flu of 1918. Or maybe, went local legend, the fifty-odd residents were spirited away. The newscaster gets a little gleam in his eye here because everyone loves a good ghost story, don’t they?

			“Some of the townspeople I talked to claim to have heard strange noises coming from the woods over the years—a ghostly moaning, crying. Some even say if you pass by on the right night of the year, you’ll hear the devil whisper your name. Others report seeing a green mist that sometimes takes the shape of a person.”

			The camera shows a close-up of an old woman with a craggy face. “It’s no place for children out in them woods. Reliance is haunted and everybody knows it. I don’t even let my dog run loose down there.”

			The newscaster says there’s been no trace of the missing girl except for a single pink and silver sneaker found in a cellar hole. A size-six Nike.

			Then the camera pans back and shows the woods, which could be the woods anywhere, in any small town.

			Phoebe turns from the TV, tries to focus on the here and now. Runs her fingers through the pelt of fur (is there more now?) on Mr. Ice Cream’s back.

			But still, she finds herself thinking of those woods in Harmony, wondering where the door might be. In a thick tree trunk? Behind a rock?

			Most people, they would say there’s no such thing as doors like that. Imaginary.

			But Phoebe knows the truth, doesn’t she?

			Don’t look under the bed.

			A drop of Mr. Ice Cream’s sweat lands on her chest, giving her a chill.

			It’s stupid, really. Crazy. The fact that in every bed she’s slept in since childhood, she stuffs everything she can underneath: heavy boxes of books she’ll never read, Hefty bags full of sweaters and shoes.

			“You’re so organized,” Nan and Sasha say.

			But what she is is afraid. Because when she was a little girl, she saw the trapdoor under her bed that only appeared in the darkest hours of the night. Heard the scrabbling, the squeaking of hinges as it was opened. And she saw what came out.

			And she knows (doesn’t she?) that sometimes he’s there still, not just under the bed but in the shadows at the bus stop, lurking with the alley cats behind the Dumpster at her apartment building. He’s everywhere and nowhere. A blur caught out of the corner of her eye. A mocking smile she tells herself she’s imagined.

			Phoebe shivers.

			Mr. Ice Cream finishes with a werewolf roar.

			“How was it?” he asks once he’s caught his breath.

			“Like eating an ice cream sundae,” she says, trying to banish all thoughts of doors and things that might come out of them.

			“With a cherry on top?” he asks, smiling.

			“Mmm,” she says. “Gotta love that cherry.”

			He laughs, rolls off her.

			“Hey,” she says, “ain’t we near Harmony?”

			“Aren’t.” He’s always correcting her grammar, and the truth is, Phoebe’s grammar is pretty good, she just talks like this sometimes to piss him off. “And yes, I think it’s the next town over.”

			“Can we ride by there before we head back. I wanna see the woods where that girl was taken.”

			And there it is again, in the back corner of the room, just out of her range of vision. A shadowy figure nods his head, smiles. She feels it more than sees it. She turns and he’s gone.

			Coming into the town of Harmony, just beyond a dairy farm with a collapsing silo, they pass a massive boulder with the Lord’s Prayer carved across the front. Phoebe memorized the words the year she went to Sunday school when her ma was dating the born-again trucker with the glowing plastic Jesus on his dashboard.

			She tightens her arms around Mr. Ice Cream’s waist as she hears the words in her head: Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.

			She gets a chill in spite of the heat and her ten-pound leather jacket with its million pockets and zippers—something she splurged on back when she was trying to get Mr. Ice Cream to notice her.

			The road bends to the left, taking them into the center of town. On the right is the Harmony Methodist Church with a letter board out front promising a huge rummage sale on Saturday. Below that, in all caps, it says: PRAY FOR LISA’S SAFE RETURN. Across the street are a general store, a post office, and a pizza shop. It’s a freaking media circus in the village, which makes Mr. Ice Cream edgy as hell—he doesn’t want the wife to catch a glimpse of him and his new scoop girl on the evening news. “I’ll wait here,” he says, parking the bike at the general store. “You go look around.”

			It’s not hard to find the girl’s house. She turns off Main onto Spruce Street and spots a big old rambler with an overgrown lawn, peeling paint, and a porch that needs a new railing. News vans and cop cars out front. A crowd of people looking, just looking, drawn to disaster like metal filings to a magnet. Phoebe stands across the street, roasting in her heavy jacket as she studies the house, thinks that it must have been pretty once. Upstairs, in the top left window, a boy pulls open the curtain, peers down at them. He’s got a Superman T-shirt on. His dark hair is shaggy, falling down into his eyes. He looks out at the crowd, at Phoebe, and suddenly she understands that she shouldn’t be here. That coming was all wrong. But it’s like touching the hair on Mr. Ice Cream’s back.

			“Are you here to see the fairies?” a girl asks her.

			“Huh?” Phoebe says, turning to see who spoke.

			The girl is ten maybe, dressed from head to toe in pink. She’s got a plastic compass, small and cheap like a prize from a box of Cracker Jacks, pinned to her shirt. Her pale arms, sticking out from the ruffled short-sleeve blouse, have bright red welts on them. “I thought maybe you were like the others. That you came out to see the fairies. ’Cause I can show you something real special that belongs to the King of the Fairies himself. Five dollars, and I can show you.”

			Phoebe looks back at the window, sees the boy is gone. She reaches into her jeans, pulls out a crumpled five, hands it over.

			“Follow me,” the girl says.

			They walk past the crowd and the news vans, down the street to a white house. They turn into the yard, walk around back, past a swing set and vegetable garden in bad need of watering. Then the girl enters the woods. “Stick close,” she says.

			And Phoebe wants to tell her to forget it, that she doesn’t need to see. Shit, she’s not sure how long Mr. Ice Cream is gonna wait, it’s nearly five now, his wife expects him home in time for supper. The girl moves fast. “Wait!” Phoebe calls, chasing her.

			She remembers the old woman on the newscast: No place for children out in them woods.

			They jog through trees, over a brook, into where the woods grow dark. Phoebe wants to turn around, but it’s too late. She’ll never find her way back without help. There’s no path, no landmarks. It’s the same in all directions: trees and rocks, trees and rocks. They go down a hill where the woods open up. And then Phoebe sees that in the distance, off to her left, yellow crime-scene tape is looped around the trees.

			“This way,” the girl says, leading her in the other direction.

			“Was that it?” Phoebe asks. “Where Lisa was taken? Was that Reliance?”

			The girl smiles. “All of this is Reliance, Miss.”

			Then, as she walks, the girl starts humming a song Phoebe half recognizes. As she hums, it turns into “Crystal Blue Persuasion,” which Phoebe knows is impossible, no one under forty listens to that music, but that’s what she hears.

			“What’s that you’re humming?” she asks.

			“Me? I’m not humming,” the girl in pink says. “You stay here a minute. I’ll be right back.” The girl jogs on ahead, stopping to look over her shoulder to make sure Phoebe’s staying put.

			Phoebe checks her watch, anxious to get back to Main Street, to Mr. Ice Cream waiting at the general store. She imagines him browsing through racks of tacky postcards, stale maple sugar candy, bug spray. He’d make small talk with the owner. He seems to feel like he’s in a club, he and all these small business owners: them against the world.

			It’s quiet. Too quiet. Phoebe doesn’t hear a single bird or mosquito. She thinks of the Lord’s Prayer. What a crazy thing to carve into a rock. Why not “Welcome to Harmony”? She starts to say the prayer, then stops herself. Idiot.

			Where the hell are all the birds?

			Twigs snap. A shadow moves through the trees. Phoebe holds her breath, then releases it as the girl in pink steps out from a group of little saplings up ahead. She’s got a paper sack in her arms. Phoebe watches her jog over, smiling, the little compass jumping around where it’s pinned to her shirt.

			“Look,” she says, thrusting the open bag toward Phoebe, who takes it from her and peers inside. It’s the smell that hits her first: earthy and vaguely rotten. Then she understands the lump she’s looking at isn’t a lump at all. There are fingers, swollen and curled.

			Phoebe yelps, drops the bag, steps away.

			The girl gives Phoebe a disappointed shake of the head, then picks up the bag, opens it up, reaches in. Phoebe wants to scream, to beg her not to touch it, not to show her any more. But when she pulls it out, Phoebe sees it’s only a glove. Tan leather, thick, and holding the shape of the hand it once covered.

			“It’s his,” the girl says.

			“Whose?” Phoebe says, stepping closer now, wanting to touch it but afraid. The glove is large, covered in brown stains, and all wrong somehow. There’s an extra finger sewn to the side just past the pinkie, the stitching sloppy and in black thread like sutures. Frankenstein glove.

			The girl smiles, gently caresses the soft leather of the extra finger. “The King of the Fairies.”

		

	


	
		
			PART I

			First Contact

		

	


	
		
			
			From The Book of Fairies

			There is no such thing as an accident. There’s no luck or chance or coincidence.

			Imagine an enormous and intricate spiderweb connecting everything and everyone.

			We can teach you to see that web.

			We can teach you to be the spider and not the fly.

			You’ll understand how closely our worlds are linked and that it is we fairies who shape your destiny.

			You’ll soon see that you are never alone.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Phoebe

			JUNE 4, PRESENT DAY

			“Are you sure this is right?” Phoebe asked, doing her best to sound like a chipper, adventure-loving girl.

			Sam glanced down at the map and directions. “Positive,” he said, sounding a little huffy. He was tired of having to tell her again and again that yes, they were going the right way. And no, they weren’t lost.

			It had been miles since they’d even passed a house. They’d gone by overgrown fields, cow pastures, a stagnant pond, and then into thick, conifer-filled woods. No sign of civilization for miles. Phoebe knew she should be used to it after living in Vermont for fifteen years, but she still got twitchy when she didn’t know where the nearest McDonald’s was.

			“There’s an old-growth forest out here somewhere,” Sam said, glancing from the road back down to the map open on the seat between them. “Maybe we can hike out to it tomorrow.”

			“Oh joy,” Phoebe said. Sam had taken her to an old-growth forest before—a bunch of big old trees with a plaque in front of them. Sam took pictures, jotted down notes in his little black hiking journal. Some guys took their girls out to dinner and the movies. A hot date with Sam involved topographical maps and trail mix.

			“Or you could stay behind and play solitaire or something,” Sam suggested.

			Phoebe reached over and squeezed his arm. “If you’re going hiking, then so am I. Old trees, here were come!” She gave an enthusiastic cowgirl Yippee-i-o! and Sam laughed.

			Spending a weekend in an isolated cabin in the woods was not Phoebe’s idea of a relaxing getaway. When Sam first told her about it, she briefly considered saying she had to work. But she realized she needed to go. Sam hadn’t seen his cousin Evie since they were kids, since the summer Lisa disappeared. Last week, Evie called out of the blue and said she had news about Lisa—something she insisted on telling Sam only in person. And of course Sam told Evie about finding Lisa’s old fairy book, and it was agreed that they needed to meet as soon as possible. Evie rented a cabin in Vermont’s Northeast Kingdom for the weekend and called Sam back with directions. It was about an hour and a half north of where Sam and Phoebe lived.

			“We’ll come to you,” Evie said. “I haven’t been to Vermont in ages.”

			The cabin itself was tucked deep in the woods and could be reached only by an old logging road.

			“I’m told the trail is in pretty rough shape,” Evie said. When Phoebe heard this, she complained. “Why couldn’t we just all meet at a Holiday Inn? Or a nice bed-and-breakfast?”

			“Because,” said Sam, “with Evie, everything has to be an adventure. She was always just like Lisa that way. You couldn’t just ride your bike to the store to get some gum. It got turned into this life-and-death quest, a battle of good versus evil over Doublemint gum, which was really a secret antidote to some witch’s deadly poison.”

			Evie had instructed Sam to park on a dirt pull-off on the edge of Route 12, half a mile past a WATCH FOR MOOSE sign. Evie and her husband, Elliot, would pick them up in their Jeep at five o’clock on Friday.

			“Don’t forget the fairy book,” Evie had instructed, “and anything else you may have saved from that summer.”

			So here was the reason Phoebe had for joining Sam on his trip to the cabin: to learn what she could about Lisa (a subject Sam had rarely spoken of before this past week) and to perhaps finally get to see what was inside the famous Book of Fairies.

			LEARN ALL I CAN ABOUT LISA because Sam sure as shit isn’t going to tell me a thing was at the top of her to-do list in the little spiral memo pad she carried. Phoebe was a list maker. Nothing seemed to make sense until she’d written it out on paper, and nothing seemed accomplished unless she crossed it off. She was also a great one for making lists of pros and cons. She didn’t have any fear of Sam discovering her memo pad and reading her secret thoughts because he (and everyone else) found her handwriting indecipherable. Hieroglyphics, he called it. It was a system she’d developed as a kid when she caught her mom reading her diary—abbreviations, writing some letters and words backward, throwing in random numbers and punctuation marks, and making all of it very, very small. When she wanted, like at work or when leaving Sam a note, she could make her handwriting legible—big block letters no one had trouble figuring out.

			Sam, of course, had beautiful writing. Neat cursive almost identical to his mother’s—she had taught both Lisa and him perfect Palmer-method penmanship.

			They found the pull-off easily enough, but Evie and Elliot were late picking them up. Phoebe flipped the visor down, inspected herself in the mirror. She wasn’t in bad shape for thirty-five, but she could already see the beginnings of tiny lines around her hazel eyes. And so far, she’d only found two or three coarse white hairs mixed in with her long, nearly black curls—she pulled them out without Sam ever noticing. Phoebe knew Sam would claim not to care, but she cared. Sam was only twenty-five. Phoebe was, all their friends teased, robbing the cradle. “A regular cougar,” Sam joked, and she’d go along with it, giving him a throaty cat growl and clawing at the air in his direction.

			She pulled her lipstick from her bag and carefully applied it. She’d toned down the makeup a lot since being with Sam—he called it war paint and swore she looked sexiest first thing in the morning before she’d done her hair or face. Even now he rolled his eyes while she touched up her lips.

			“I don’t know who you’re trying to impress,” he said. “Evie was always a tomboy.”

			Phoebe shrugged.

			An hour and a half in the car—with its mingled bouquet of burning oil, ancient spilled coffee, and Sam’s too-sweet organic herbal aftershave—was more than Phoebe could stand. Her stomach was churning in an unfriendly way. The lipstick had a greasy taste that was pushing her over the edge.

			“I think I’ll go stretch my legs,” she said, mouth watering in the way it did that warned she might throw up any second.

			Sam reached over and took her hand, stroking her knuckles with his index finger. “You okay, Bee? You’re looking kind of pale.” He felt her forehead to see if she might have a fever. It was a sweet gesture. She took his hand in hers and kissed his fingers. His hands were calloused from all his work in the woods, and he had deep stains in the creases that never seemed to come clean: pine pitch, chain-saw grease. Now his fingers smelled vaguely of gasoline and Lava soap.

			“I’m fine,” she said, gently guiding his hand away from her face. “I’ve just been in the car too long. A little fresh air and I’ll be good as new.”

			Sam nodded, checked his watch. “Don’t go too far. They should be here any minute.”

			She gave him a teasing sort of salute and stumbled from the car, pretending to check her own invisible watch (she couldn’t stand the feel of anything tight around her wrist). “Watches synchronized, Captain,” she said. “Back in ten minutes.”

			“And try not to get lost!” he called after her. “Leave a trail of bread crumbs or something.”

			Taking deep breaths to fight the nausea, Phoebe reached down to tie her green Doc Martens boots. They’d been a thrift store find and now were standard footwear on all of her wilderness adventures.

			Boots double knotted, Phoebe headed down the start of the logging road while Sam stayed in the driver’s seat studying the map to make sure they were in the right place. Sam was a map and compass kind of guy, which Phoebe found comforting. She had the sense of direction of a moth banging uselessly against a light fixture.

			Sam and Phoebe had been together for three years, a fact that Phoebe still couldn’t quite believe. They met at the veterinary clinic where Phoebe worked as a receptionist. Sam brought in an injured barred owl he found when he was out hiking.

			“I don’t know what happened,” he said, out of breath, his arms bleeding from where the owl had fought him with its talons. “I just found her like this.” The owl was wrapped in a red-checked flannel shirt, its face pale, its eyes a deep brown.

			Sam had similar eyes—they were the color of chocolate with the most amazing eyelashes she’d ever seen on a man. Phoebe was instantly charmed by his sensitivity—unusual for Phoebe, who was ordinarily attracted to the insensitive bad-boy type. She was a pro at dead-end relationships with the type of guy whose big idea of commitment was actually showing up for a Friday night date at the Great Wall of China all-you-can-eat buffet. She had been okay with that—at least it was familiar, safe. But something happened to her when she saw Sam cradling that owl—as if a door opened up and she got a peek at what she’d been missing.

			“Buckshot,” Dr. Ostrum said once she had the owl on the examining table. All the fight was out of it now and the owl lay limp, breathing fast and jerky, a mass of mottled gray-brown bloody feathers.

			“Can you save her?” Sam asked, his eyes red and wet, his voice soft and boyish.

			Dr. O. shook her head. “The best thing we can do for this owl is euthanasia.”

			Sam’s body crumpled, and he leaned forward, arms on the table. “Who would do this?” he asked, voice cracking. “Who would shoot an owl?”

			And Phoebe did something so uncharacteristic, she felt as if it wasn’t even her doing it. She reached out and put a hand on Sam’s clawed-up arm, which twitched slightly at contact. She felt as if she were touching something wild and wounded, as Sam must have felt with that owl in his arms.

			“Sometimes,” she told him, “bad things happen and we’re never meant to know why.” They both stayed in the room while Dr. O., quickly and gently, gave the owl an injection. The rise and fall of its feathered breast slowed, then stopped. Phoebe helped Sam wash and bandage his arms.

			“Her heartbeat was so fast,” Sam said. “And those eyes . . . It was like they had a thousand things to say.”

			Phoebe nodded and ripped off another piece of medical tape, having no idea then that the kind guy with the bloody arms and killer eyelashes was the Sam, the brother of the girl who went off to see the fairies and was never seen again. The little boy in the Superman shirt she’d once glimpsed through a window.

			He invited her to go hiking the following weekend, and she agreed, showing up in a miniskirt and flip-flops. “Not exactly a nature girl, huh?” Sam had said. At her insistence, they’d gone on the hike. She came out of the woods that afternoon sunburned, blisters between her big and second toes, and with a god-awful case of poison ivy. But it had been worth it. For the first time in her life, she truly understood the old saying Opposites attract. They were all wrong for each other and he wasn’t her type at all (a college graduate and member of the Green Party?), but somehow this made the attraction stronger, more daring.

			When Phoebe later asked what it was Sam saw in her, he smiled. “It’s just because you’re you, Bee. I never know what’s going to come out of your mouth or what crazy adventure you’ll have me on next. You’re raw. Uncensored. You don’t give a shit what other people think. And the sex is great,” he said with a wink.

			Sam grounded her, made her feel safe. And she taught him what it was like to be a little less grounded, a little less safe. Since they’d been together, she’d convinced him to try shoplifting (he stole a cheap plastic lighter with a NASCAR logo), sex in the back of a Greyhound bus, and horror movies (which he pretended not to like, though he was always quick to point out when a new movie was opening).

			It seemed to Phoebe, back at the beginning and now, that they were exactly what the other needed; the missing piece that made everything else magically click into place.

			And still, even when she was first falling in love with him, she didn’t know about Lisa.

			It would be months (and by then she was head over heels) before she realized who Sam really was. The man who made her feel safe, who’d driven her nightmares away, was carrying his own set of secrets, his own dark history that—if she were to be honest with herself—she ached for glimpses of.

			After navigating washouts and ruts for five minutes or so, Phoebe stopped to pick up a small, smooth, orange kidney-shaped stone that caught her eye. When she emptied her pockets at the end of the day, Sam would often tease her, say she was named after the wrong sort of bird. “You’re my magpie,” he joked.

			Their house was full of the little treasures Phoebe had gathered over the years: birds’ nests, snakeskins, corroded coins, old railroad ties. The skull of a squirrel. Sam said her ever-growing collection made their house seem like the den of a voodoo priestess. When she met him, the only thing decorating his house were topographical maps tacked to his walls. Phoebe had them framed and put them up in the living room and office, where they went perfectly with Phoebe’s trinkets. She bought some throw pillows and dragged Sam’s Mexican blankets from the closet and used them to cover the secondhand furniture. She felt downright domestic and began to wonder what had happened to the old Phoebe who would never have imagined living with a guy, much less playing the Martha Stewart of Vermont. Still, she had to admit that part of her was waiting for the bottom to fall out—that this was too good to be true and wouldn’t last. And deep down, she felt like maybe she didn’t deserve it—that she belonged with the petty thieves and guys who drank Pabst Blue Ribbon for breakfast.

			But the dream life continued. They soon added some framed snapshots of the two of them camping and canoeing, looking like a couple in an L.L.Bean catalog. Slowly, Phoebe’s wardrobe changed from the sexy to the practical—hot pants and vintage camisoles were replaced by fleece and long johns. She let her hair grow out like a wild woman hippie chick. For Sam’s birthday that first year, Phoebe bought him an Audubon print of a barred owl in tribute to the bird that had brought them together. The print hung above their bed, the owl’s large eyes watching over them, casting a wise bird spell that bound them together each night.

			Phoebe felt safe with Sam. For the first time in her life, there were no nightmares, no glimpses of figures watching her from the shadows or slithering out from under her bed. The foolish fears of her childhood and early adulthood vanished and came to feel far away, like something dreamed up by some other girl.

			It was the first weekend in June and the blackflies were out in full force. They swarmed Phoebe, getting into her mouth, ears, and nose. She’d lived in Vermont on and off for fifteen years but had not yet gotten used to the blackflies. They didn’t seem to bother Sam. Phoebe’s theory was that they preferred flatlander blood, that a native Vermonter carried a certain degree of natural immunity.

			She shoved the orange stone into the front pocket of her frayed Levi’s that were held up with her trucker belt (another thrift store find) that had a huge silver buckle with two semis beneath the words KING OF THE ROAD. Sam teased her about the belt, but he loved it, thought it was sexy. She’d do a hip-swiveling dance, flashing the buckle, singing the Roger Miller song in a low, teasing voice: I’m a man of means by no means, King of the Road . . . She slid the green memo pad from her back pocket and thumbed through it to the last page she’d written on.

			
			GOALS FOR WEEKEND:

			Meet and befriend Evie

			Learn all I can about Lisa and the fairies

			

			She was staring down at her notebook when she felt it: the overwhelming sense that she was being watched. Had Sam decided to join her after all? She turned to look back down the path, half expecting to see him trotting toward her. She’d say, “What, you didn’t trust me not to get lost?” and he’d laugh.

			But there was nothing, no one.

			Or was there? She could have sworn she saw a shadow dart swiftly behind a tree to her left, down the path about ten yards. Something too tall to be a fox or coyote. Phoebe’s scalp prickled. Her arms broke out in goose bumps.

			“Hello?” she called, her voice squeaking out around the lump in her throat. She closed her notebook and walked slowly toward the tree. Nothing. She let out a long shaky breath.

			“You’ve just been in the car too damn long,” she hissed to herself. Phoebe had been on edge since Evie had called. It seemed strange that the fairy book had shown up at the same time Sam’s long-lost cousin did. Sam had shrugged it off, said life was full of coincidences—it was superstitious to assign meaning to every one of them.

			Feeling refreshed from the brisk walk and fresh air, Phoebe hooked her fingers into the belt and did her best trucker swagger back to the car. Dodging blackflies, she prayed Sam had remembered to pack the Off!. She couldn’t help walking a little faster than she had on her way down the path, or glancing back over her shoulder a few times. Once the car was in sight, she felt relieved and a little embarrassed.

			Sam was still in the driver’s seat but didn’t notice her bowlegged trucker walk as she approached. He was looking down at the plastic Ziploc bag on his lap, the treasured Book of Fairies inside. All she’d seen so far was the cover: worn and green, the title handwritten in now-smudged calligraphy. Tonight, Sam and Evie were going to open it up, read through it carefully page by page. What Sam held on his lap might well be the biggest clue as to what happened to Lisa. The book, like Lisa, had been missing for fifteen years, and now here it was, balanced on Sam’s lap as he sat in the driver’s seat of their crappy old Mercury Sable.

			Don’t you think we should show it to the police?” Sam’s mother, Phyllis, had asked after they discovered the fairy book, just last week, in an attic crawl space in her house. She gazed down at the book worriedly, wringing her hands together. “Why don’t you leave it here and I’ll call them, have them come out and pick it up.”

			Sam shook his head. “I just want a little time to look it over myself first,” Sam had said. “Then I’ll bring it back and we can call the police together.”

			But he hadn’t looked it over. At far as Phoebe knew, he hadn’t even been able to open the cover. He sealed it in a large Ziploc, like a cop bagging evidence, and hid it away someplace so secret, he wouldn’t even tell Phoebe. She didn’t press him. Phoebe knew she’d see the book soon enough. She just had to be patient.

			They’d told his mom they’d found the book by chance, that Sam was looking through the attic for a box of old baseball cards that might be worth some money on eBay, but that wasn’t the truth. What really happened was that Phoebe had gotten a phone call from a little girl.

			“Are you sure it was a girl? Like what age?” Sam had asked when he got home from work and she told him about the call. His words came hard and fast and sounded accusatory. Like he suspected Phoebe of imagining the whole thing.

			“I don’t know. She sounded young. I could barely hear her.”

			Phoebe left out her biggest impression: she sounded scared. And nearly breathless.

			“She said, ‘Tell Sammy to look in the crawl space, behind the insulation.’ Then she hung up.”

			Sam got pale.

			“Does that mean something to you?”

			He nodded. “It’s in the attic at my mom’s. A place Lisa used to play.”

			At ten of six, Sam’s cousin and her husband arrived in a black Jeep with the top down. Sam had tried calling them, but there was no cell service this far out. The Jeep had Massachusetts plates.

			“I thought they were from Philadelphia,” she said.

			“Huh?” Sam replied, the question lost as he jumped out of the car to meet his cousin.

			“Sorry we’re late,” announced Evie as she bounded out of the Jeep and threw her arms around Sam. She held him tight and said, “God, I can’t believe it’s you. It’s been way too long, Sammy!”

			Sam had shown Phoebe an old snapshot of Evie at thirteen: chunky, bad haircut, wearing a pair of greasy mechanic’s coveralls and huge work boots. This woman bore no resemblance to that girl. She was in excellent shape, had neatly styled dark hair with highlights, and wore red lipstick in just the right shade for her complexion.

			Elliot shook their hands and helped them get their stuff into the back of the Jeep. He was a gregarious, outdoorsy type dressed in jeans, a T-shirt, and one of those vests with a hundred pockets. He had a neatly trimmed beard and wore wire-framed glasses.

			“Ready?” he asked. “It’s not far. About two miles in.”

			Phoebe and Sam climbed into the backseat. As Elliot navigated the Jeep along the washed-out once-upon-a-time road, Phoebe noticed what she thought at first glance was a ring, then realized was a tattoo: a band of Celtic knots around the ring finger of his left hand. Evie had a matching tattoo on her left ring finger. Permanent wedding bands. Evie was also, much to poor Sam’s half-disguised horror, a hugger. Evie had given them each a total of three hugs—excited, squeezy, full-body hugs—before they even stepped into the cabin. She smelled vaguely of patchouli (another thing Sam hated: he said it was such a cliché, though Phoebe was never sure a scent could count as a cliché).

			Phoebe and Evie found themselves alone in the kitchen putting away provisions while the men unpacked the Jeep. Phoebe felt the other woman studying her. She stopped what she was doing to turn and catch Evie staring, a strange smile on her face.

			Phoebe smiled back, nervous. “What?” she asked at last, feeling like there must be something she’d missed. She felt a little defensive, too, like maybe the joke was on her and she didn’t even realize it.

			“What?” Phoebe repeated when Evie wouldn’t stop grinning.

			Evie looked straight into Phoebe’s eyes and asked, “When are you due?”

			Phoebe actually stumbled from the shock of the question, bumping against the worn Formica counter.

			“What?” Phoebe whimpered.

			“You’re pregnant, aren’t you?” Evie asked.

			“Pregnant? No, I’m not. What made you think that?” She glanced self-consciously down at her stomach, wondering if the India pale ale she and Sam were so fond of was giving her a beer belly.

			“Your eyes,” Evie explained. “You can always tell a pregnant woman by the light in her eyes.”

			“Well, I’m not.” Most definitely not. Phoebe was sure she wasn’t even capable of having children. Over the years, she’d been less than careful numerous times and still, every twenty-eight days, her period came like clockwork. Just like it would now. She’d packed tampons for the weekend, sure it was getting to be that time.

			Evie laughed, reaching out to put a hand on Phoebe’s belly, just above the King of the Road belt buckle. “My mistake. I’m sorry.”

			Phoebe jumped a little at the strangely forward gesture but then caught herself and forced a smile.

			“It’s fine,” she said, struggling to remember how long it had been since her last period.

			Was it possible she was late?

			She reached into her pocket to rub the little orange stone. Worry stone.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Lisa

			JUNE 6, FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

			When Lisa first heard the bells, it was as if the whole forest was singing.

			“Shh,” she said to Sam and Evie, finger over her lips. “Listen.”

			Off in the distance, from the bottom of the hill, came the faintest tinkling of bells. It reminded Lisa of the little bell she’d had on her first bike that she rode up and down the driveway, dinging away as she pretended she was driving an ice cream truck or an ambulance.

			“What is that?” Evie asked, scrunching her face up. Evie was thirteen—a year older than Lisa—and some people, when they first met Evie, figured she was kind of slow. She was a little overweight, never combed her hair, and dressed like a boy. Evie had real breasts already—not like the little mosquito bites Lisa had—and she tried to keep them hidden by putting on a tight white T-shirt under baggy men’s clothes. She wore a pair of tan steel-toed work boots that were several sizes too big. My shitkickers, she called them. For a finishing touch, she had a huge hunting knife in a leather sheath strapped to her belt.

			The bells went on, calling to them.

			Lisa rocked back on her heels, looked up at the sky through the fringed curtain of dark bangs. She was the tallest girl in her class, with a wiry frame, and when she stood beside her short, squat cousin she felt like a different species entirely. “It’s like the forest is talking to us,” she said. “Doesn’t it almost sound like little voices?”

			“You’re nuts,” Sammy told her. “Trees don’t talk.” Sammy the serious.

			“Well, what do you think it is then?” Evie asked, seeming a little twitchy, nervous.

			“I don’t know, but trees and leaves and rocks don’t have vocal cords,” he said.

			“There are other ways of speaking,” Lisa explained, thinking that sometimes her conversations with Sammy were more like sword fights: strike, parry, strike. “Sometimes you listen with your ears; sometimes it’s like your whole body becomes this antenna and you pick up on everything.” What she didn’t say was how it could almost hurt, could give you a terrible headache, all the voices you could hear if you tried: the cardinals, the worms, the squirrels with their mouths full of acorns all talking over one another. Even the trees had a story to tell.

			“This way,” Lisa told them, galloping across the backyard and into the trees, jumping over roots and rocks.

			“Wait up!” Evie called, but Lisa didn’t slow.

			The kids in town called Evie Stevie. When Evie wasn’t around, Lisa hung out with other kids. Like Gerald and his sister, Pinkie, who lived down the road. But she dropped them when her cousin was visiting because they were such jerks about Evie.

			“Gonna come to the movies with us, Lisa?” Gerald asked, mockingly, then added, “Oh, sorry, I forgot Stevie was here. Have fun with your favorite boy cousin!”

			Everyone in school said Gerald had a crush on Lisa, but Lisa hated to think about that. She’d known him her whole life, and he was just geeky Gerald, a too-skinny boy with gold eyes who was always covered in paint and glue from the models he made.

			“He’s just jealous,” Sam told Lisa. “You’d rather hang out with Evie than him, so he’s mad.”

			It made Lisa’s stomach hurt to think about things like jealousy, crushes, breasts, and girls who seemed to want to be boys. She hated that all of a sudden, everything seemed much more complicated. This growing-up thing kind of sucked. Some days, she wished she could go back in time instead of moving forward—just keep getting younger and younger until she was a tadpole inside her mom’s belly, then a speck, then nothing at all, just the idea of Lisa O’Toole Nazzaro floating around out there in the cosmos.

			“Gerald can be a jerk, but he’s not bad, really,” Sam said.

			“I just wish he and his weirdo sister weren’t so mean,” Lisa said. She was disappointed in Gerald and Pinkie but also in Evie. If Evie would just try, just make some small attempt to fit in, things might have been easier. But then she wouldn’t be Evie, would she?

			The summer before, Evie refused to comb her hair for a month until it became one big rat’s nest. Aunt Hazel finally gave Evie a buzz cut, making her head looked like a big old stubbly peeled potato. It was supposed to be this terrible punishment, to teach her a lesson, but Evie loved it. She went around begging everyone to feel her head. “Isn’t it just the best?” she asked, cooing like an animal when people stroked her dark stubble.

			“When I’m with you,” she said to Lisa, “I just know something magical is bound to happen any second.” Evie believed in magic, in things like ghosts and reincarnation.

			“We’ve known each other many lifetimes,” Evie told Lisa late at night, when they were out in the yard in sleeping bags, Sammy passed out beside them. The crickets chirped. Evie crossed her fingers, nails chewed ragged, and said, “You and I are like this.”

			Lisa looked at the fingers. Two serpents entwined.

			“Snake girls,” Lisa mumbled, twitching inside her sleeping bag, moving over so that she was right up against Evie. Evie wrapped her arm around Lisa, darted her tongue into Lisa’s ear.

			“Hiss, hiss.”

			They flew through the forest, wind in their ears, branches tickling their faces. They knew the way by heart. The sound of the bells was coming from down the hill. From Reliance.

			It was just getting dark, but Lisa’s mom and Aunt Hazel let them stay out late, especially with Da home from the hospital. They were supposed to be quiet. To let him rest. “The last thing your father needs,” Lisa’s mom said, “is three wild beasts racing through the house.” Lisa thought maybe a little racing might do him some good. Still, she bit her tongue and tiptoed around him like he was a sleeping giant. And that’s all he seemed to do since he got out—sleep. Aunt Hazel brought him trays of food, cups of tea, and all his medicine. She was a nurse, which her mom said was a big help right now. Hazel knew how to take care of people like Da. He stayed on the couch, buried beneath a pile of quilts, with his eyes closed most of the time. Even when they were open, it was like he was sleeping behind them. He looked right through you, like you were the ghost.

			“Boo,” Lisa said to him sometimes, hoping for a reaction but getting nothing.

			Reliance was full of ghosts. That’s what some folks in town said, anyway. People claimed they saw green lights, mist that turned into a man who walked the edge of the woods, mumbling in a language no one had ever heard before. Mrs. Mattock, who used to run Jenny’s Café before her hip got too bad, said that there was some kind of magic door hidden somewhere in the ruins of the old town. “People don’t just disappear without a trace like that—not a whole town anyway. You kids shouldn’t play out there.”

			Old Carl Jensen said he’d lost two dogs in Reliance. They went into the woods and never came back out. “The weird thing is,” he’d say as he told the story over and over to whoever would listen, “sometimes, when I go walking by there, I still hear those dogs. I call to them, and they howl but never come. Once you go through that door out there, you can’t come back, no matter how bad you might want to.”

			If there was a magic door in Reliance, Lisa was sure they would have found it by now. They’d been playing in those woods their whole lives in spite of the warnings. They knew every tree, every rock, every old mossy brick in every cellar hole. Lisa’s mother and Aunt Hazel told them that once there had been five houses, two barns, a blacksmith shop, and a church down in Reliance. All that was left of them were the foundations, roughly square pits, two to four feet deep with indefinite borders, choked with weeds and dead leaves, littered with crumbling masonry. Empty now, like the sockets where teeth should be. Back then, the woods had been open pasture full of cows, sheep, and horses. Sometimes, when Lisa was down there at dusk, if she squinted her eyes just right in the dying light, she was sure she could see the buildings and fields; sometimes she even caught a glimmer of movement—a face at the window, a door opening.

			A haunted place, people in town said, and Lisa thought maybe they were right. But it was a good kind of haunted. If there had been anything evil there, Lisa would have felt it.

			On the southeast edge of the old settlement, behind the cellar hole they’d guessed was the church’s foundation, there was a tiny graveyard with five headstones, the slate so weatherworn that it was impossible to make out names or dates. In the early summer, Lisa would gather forget-me-nots and leave bunches of them on each grave.

			They knew to steer clear of the old well on the north side of the village, which was circled with stones and deep and dark and smelled like sulfur. They were careful not to disturb what remained of the low stone walls that encircled Reliance. Over the years, they had learned that if they went out with a shovel and dug in the right places, they’d find things: rusty bolts, buttons, bottles made of opaque glass. Once, they found a long, stained bone. “Femur,” Sammy said. “Probably an animal but maybe not.” Evie took the bone back home, kept it on her bookcase, told everyone it was the fossilized remains of a caveman named Herb.

			Lisa led Evie and Sam down the hill, toward the sound of the bells. It was a small, tinkling sound, like delicate glass being broken.

			“Wait!” she said, grabbing Sammy by the neck of his T-shirt. He stopped short, choking a little. “Look,” she whispered, pulling him down so that they were both hunkered on their knees, like spies. Evie, who’d been a little behind them, caught up and crouched down with them. She had asthma, and when she ran, her breath got all whistley-sounding. It scared Lisa to death sometimes, to see her big, strong-as-an-ox cousin gasping for breath like a swollen pale fish out of water.

			Lisa blinked, still not quite believing what she was seeing. “What is that?” she asked. At the bottom of the hill, inside one of the old cellar holes, little lights were dancing around. Two pinpricks of bright white light blinking, flying from one side of the cellar hole to the other, going up and down, bouncing off trees, then diving back down into the pit.

			“Fireflies?” Sammy said, but these were no insects. Even Mr. Sammy Science himself knew that there was no way. Lisa could tell by the sound of his voice.

			“Those,” Evie said, wheezing, “aren’t”—another labored breath—“fireflies.” Evie put a cold, sweaty hand on Lisa’s arm, giving her goose bumps.

			Lisa held still, listening. But there was no sound. Only Evie’s wheezing. And the faint tinkling of the bells. It was like the rest of the forest was holding its breath.

			“Come on,” Lisa said, pulling Sammy up. “Evie,” she said, listening to her cousin’s breath, realizing she didn’t have her inhaler. “Stay.”

			“Bull crap,” Evie said, standing.

			They galloped down the hill, but as they were running, the lights disappeared. And the sound stopped. They crossed the tiny brook, leaping like deer.

			When they got to the cellar hole, there was nothing, not even the sound of a single cricket. But the air felt electric and alive, the molecules humming.

			“Do you feel that?” Lisa asked.

			Evie was bent over, hands on her knees, struggling to catch her breath. She looked up. Nodded. “They’re,” she gasped, “watching.”

			Even Sammy Science seemed to pick up on it. “Let’s get out of here,” he said.

			Lisa scanned the trees. There was no movement. No sound. But still, she felt it: somewhere out there, someone, something, was watching them.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Phoebe

			JUNE 4, PRESENT DAY

			They had pan-fried trout with baby arugula salad and roasted corn for dinner. Evie and Elliot were excellent cooks, especially compared to Phoebe, who had the unique talent of being able to burn spaghetti. Phoebe had a glass of wine and it went straight to her head. It was pink and sweet, with a caramelized raspberry flavor. But there was something bitter underneath, something that made Phoebe’s tongue feel dry and shrunken in her mouth.

			“Some friends of ours make it,” Evie explained.

			Phoebe didn’t drink any more, but everyone else polished off the bottle. Then another. They were working on their third when Sam lit the fire. Phoebe was drifting in and out, straining to pay attention to the conversation, but she felt exhausted and on information overload. She wanted to go to bed. To get under the covers and snuggle up to Sam.

			All evening she’d been telling herself it wasn’t possible—she couldn’t be pregnant. But still, the worry nagged at her, chewing away like an old dog with a bone. She was pretty sure she’d had her period on her friend Franny’s birthday, which was at the end of April. Well over a month ago.

			“But if we imagined it, I mean, if it wasn’t real, then how do you explain the book?” Evie asked. She was leaning toward Sam, her wine-flushed face only inches away from his. Phoebe opened her eyes wider. Was Evie flirting with Sam? Or was this just how cousins behaved? She’d never been close with any of her cousins. Couldn’t even remember any of their names now, just little facts, like that one of them was pregnant at thirteen, another liked to start fires. The cream of the crop, her people. So she guessed she wasn’t much of an authority on cousins, or family in general. But still, something about Evie ruffled her feathers, told her to be on guard.

			Elliot seemed unfazed. He sat in a deep easy chair, paring his fingernails with a small jackknife that had come from one of the many pockets of his vest. A magician needs a vest like that, Phoebe had thought: over the course of the evening he’d pulled out matches, a corkscrew, a cell phone, a digital camera, a GPS unit, breath mints, toothpicks in a little silver holder, a pack of menthol cigarettes, even a mini first-aid kit to get a Band-Aid when Evie cut herself cleaning the fish. He had more in his vest than Phoebe ever carried in her purse, which usually had a cell phone, lipstick, a spiral-bound memo book or two, and a pocket-size word puzzle book with a stubby golf pencil.

			“And what about the little gifts he left her?” Evie asked. “The ones she stuck on the charm bracelet?”

			“I don’t know,” Sam admitted, his shoulders slouching as he sunk down in the chair, looking smaller, little-boyish. Phoebe reached over and took his hand.

			Elliot, who’d been nearly silent, stood up, stretched, poured himself more wine, then walked over to the window next to the front door. He opened the window, pulled out of a pack of cigarettes, and lit one, carefully blowing the smoke out the window.

			“I never heard about a charm bracelet,” Phoebe said sleepily, but then again, she’d never heard a lot of the story. Not from Sam anyway. All she had was what she herself remembered and what she’d gleaned by sneaking off to the library and rereading the old newspaper stories. She was sure none of them had mentioned a bracelet. But cops did that, didn’t they? Kept certain details to themselves so they’d know who had real information and who was just looking for their fifteen minutes of fame.

			“God, she loved that thing,” Evie said. “It was silver and she had a charm with her name on it. And one of a starfish she’d gotten earlier that summer up in Cape Cod. But then, the fairies started leaving gifts and she put them on the bracelet.”

			“What kinds of gifts?” Phoebe asked, sitting forward and stretching out her legs. She was looking at Sam but knew the question would be answered by Evie.

			“Let’s see. There was an old Indian head penny polished to a shine. A Catholic medal, too. Saint Christopher, I think. Was there anything else, Sammy?”

			“I don’t think so,” Sam said. He had shrunk down even farther into the seat, looking like he was trying to disappear altogether.

			“So whatever happened to the bracelet?” Phoebe asked.

			“I’m not sure,” Sam said, casting his eyes down in a way that made Phoebe wonder if he was lying.

			Phoebe didn’t realize who Sam was until they’d been dating for three months and Sam took her home to meet his mother. As they came into town and passed the Lord’s Prayer rock, Phoebe gave an involuntary shiver. She all but gasped when he pulled up in front of the rambling house on Spruce Street that she herself once stood in front of, lost in a crowd of gawkers.

			Are you here to see the fairies?

			“This is your house?” Phoebe asked, forcing the words through her rapidly constricting throat.

			“Yup.”

			“I mean, you actually grew up here? You didn’t move when you were in high school or something?”

			“It’s our house, Bee. My great-grandfather built it. Now come on in. My mom’s dying to meet you.”

			She followed Sam to the front door, stopping to look up at the leftmost window on the second floor, remembering the little boy with the Superman shirt. The little boy she was destined to meet one day, by random chance, when he walked into the clinic where she worked, carrying a wounded owl wrapped in a flannel shirt. The man she’d fall in love with. It was almost too much, to think that she’d glimpsed him back when he was only ten, that she had somehow been witness to his worst moments.

			She decided, as she followed Sam into the house (which was now freshly painted, the porch repaired, bright pansies in flower boxes), that she wouldn’t tell him about being in the crowd on the street the week Lisa disappeared. What good would it do? Even later, when she took the time to make a list, the cons of telling him far outweighed the pros.

			“What a lovely home you have,” she said as she shook Phyllis’s hand in the bright kitchen, determined to make a good first impression. “And what a charming little town. I think I’ve driven through it, but never stopped.”

			Sam threw another log on the fire. Elliot finished his cigarette, flinging the butt out the window into the darkness, then closing the window. Phoebe drifted. She wondered how Evie kept her lipstick so perfect while she sipped wine. Was she not letting her lips touch the glass? Was she even drinking the wine or just pretending?

			“Did you bring the book?” Evie finally asked, and Sam nodded. Phoebe sat up with a start, felt her heart quicken at the thought that they were finally about to open the book that had been left for Lisa in an abandoned foundation in a ghost town: a book supposedly written by the King of the Fairies, a book with instructions Lisa followed to cross over.

			“We’ll look at it in the morning,” Evie said, leaning back to stretch, her hand landing on Elliot’s shoulder, “when our heads are a little more clear. It’s getting late now.” She looked at her watch.

			Phoebe leaned to look at Sam’s watch: nearly midnight.

			“But before we go to bed, I want to show you something,” Evie said. She reached into the pocket of her jeans and pulled out a folded piece of paper. She passed it over to Sam, who sat up straight to receive it. He unfolded it and smoothed it flat. Notepaper. In the upper left corner, a reproduction of an old botanical print. Lily of the valley. Tiny flowers with sleepy, nodding, bell-shaped heads. Beneath it were lines of small black script. Phoebe leaned in to get a better view of the writing.

	
			            I am back from the land of the fairies. I’ll be seeing you soon.

			Lisa


	
		“How did you get this?” Sam asked.

			“It was left in my mailbox last week. Just before I called you.” She waited a minute while Sam studied it, then asked, “Do you think it’s really her? I mean, could it be? After all these years?”

			“It’s not possible,” Sam said. His face was stony, and in it Phoebe read the same line Sam had been reciting for years: Lisa’s gone, taken, and there’s nothing we can do but get on with our lives.

			Practical Sam. This was one of the things Phoebe admired most about him—his ability to put the past behind him and move on.

			“But it looks sort of like her writing, doesn’t it?” Evie asked. “I went to the police with it, but they think it’s someone playing a prank. They didn’t take it very seriously.”

			Sam shook his head, not ready to believe.

			“Tell me the truth, Sammy,” Evie said, leaning toward him. “You didn’t just happen to find the fairy book in the attic after all these years, did you?”

			“No,” Sam admitted. “We got a call. From a girl.”

			“A girl?”

			“Yeah,” Sam explained. “Phoebe talked to her. She told us where to find the book.”

			“Did she say anything else?” Evie asked, looking at Phoebe. Her face was worried, pleading.

			“No,” Phoebe said.

			“How did she sound?” Evie asked.

			“Scared,” Phoebe admitted. “She sounded scared.”

			All four of them, it seemed, were holding their breath while Sam traced the words on the note with a trembling finger.

			
			I am back from the land of the fairies. I’ll be seeing you soon.

			

			The silence was destroyed by a loud rap at the door.

			Everyone froze and stared wild-eyed at one another, each of them, Phoebe knew, thinking the same impossible thought: It’s Lisa. She’s found us.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			Lisa

			JUNE 6, FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

			“Tell me a story,” Evie begged. “P-l-eee-se!” She was in her sleeping bag on the floor beside Lisa’s bed, thrashing restlessly from side to side like someone trying to escape a straitjacket. The crack of light coming in from under the door gave her face a jack-o’-lantern glow. Her head looked too big, her eyes black hollows.

			Tucked under Evie’s pillow was her big hunting knife. Lisa could see the edge of the leather sheath. Who exactly was Evie expecting when she hid the knife under her pillow each night?

			Evie told people that the knife had belonged to her father, which was a complete load of crap—Evie had never known her father or even had a clue who he might have been. She’d found the knife in an old box of fishing tackle in her basement. Hazel, Evie’s mom, was a packrat and the knife could have come from anywhere—Hazel frequented flea markets and yard sales and seemed to have a strange addiction to buying things she’d never have any use for. The more Evie told the story of how the knife had belonged to her father, the more she herself seemed to believe it was true. Lisa never argued with her about it; she understood that Evie deserved some solid thing to hold on to that tied her to her dad, even if it was made up.

			Next to her pillow were her sketchbook and pens. Evie was often making scribbling drawings in it—quick sketches of gangly limbed cartoon people with long faces and dark circles under their eyes. Everything she sketched looked like something a seven-year-old had done—a very creepy seven-year-old who made everyone look like a vampire.

			“Pretty please,” Evie moaned again.

			Lisa turned in her bed so that her back was to Evie, her nose inches from the wall. Above her hung the map of Middle Earth she’d made while reading The Lord of the Rings. She knew it was kind of geeky, that other girls in her class had cute movie stars and singers thumbtacked to their walls while hers were covered with maps of imaginary places, unicorns, and a drawing her father had done for her of the troll under the bridge in “Three Billy Goats Gruff”—it was pen and ink and had always terrified her. What scared her wasn’t the sharp teeth or ragged claws of the troll but the hungriness in his eyes.

			“With a cherry on top,” Evie said.

			Lisa pulled the covers up over her head. “I’ll tell a story if you admit what we saw in Reliance.”

			Since they’d been home, whenever Lisa brought up the bells and the lights, Evie changed the subject, pretended she was totally over it. She scribbled in her sketchbook, not even making any real drawings—just spirals, x’s, and smudges. She pressed so hard with her pen that the paper tore.

			“What is it I’m supposed to admit?” Evie wheezed.

			“That it was fairies. You know it was, so why don’t you just say it?”

			Lisa was suffocating under the covers, but she had these little tests she gave herself—to see how long she could do uncomfortable, unpleasant things: holding her breath in the bathtub, touching raw chicken livers, roasting under covers. When it felt like she was out of air, she gave in and lifted the sheet and blanket off her face.

			The dark room seemed suddenly bright. She rolled back to look at Evie, who was kicking her legs spasmodically inside the sleeping bag, her breath making a whistling sound.

			Across the room was Lisa’s desk. Next to it was the bookcase, full of fairy tales and fantasy stories.

			“People see what they want to see,” Sammy had told her earlier, when she was trying to convince Evie and him that the lights in the cellar hole had been fairies.

			Maybe Sammy was right—maybe Lisa thought it was fairies because that’s just what she wanted it to be, what she’d been waiting her whole life for.

			But what if it worked the other way around?

			What if things happened to you—special, magic things—because you’d been preparing for them? What if by believing, you opened a door?

			“Say you know it was fairies and I’ll tell a story. A real special one. And I’ll give you a gift to go along with it—a magic talisman.”

			“What kind of talisman?” Evie asked.

			“You’ll see,” Lisa promised.

			It felt a little mean, manipulating Evie like this. But the truth was, Evie was being mean too. She’d been acting like a total freak since they got back from the woods, pretending nothing out of the ordinary had happened. But her twitching body showed she was thinking about it, that she was all nerved up and wheezy. And Lisa could fix all those bad feelings. She could put Evie right to sleep with her own kind of magic medicine.

			Evie loved Lisa’s stories. When she was worried or upset, they calmed her. When she was tossing and turning, they lulled her to sleep. Even when she was having the worst asthma attack ever, if Lisa pulled her close and whispered “Once upon a time” into her ear, Evie’s lungs would open, her body would go limp against Lisa’s like a giant doll. Last summer, Evie even taped Lisa telling stories so she could bring them home, play them when Lisa wasn’t around. Evie had this fantasy that someday, when they were grown up, they’d make a book together—Lisa would write down all her stories and Evie would illustrate them.

			“Okay,” Evie said, finally holding still inside the sleeping bag. “You’re right.”

			“Right about what?” Lisa asked. She was going to make her go all the way—say the words out loud.

			Evie groaned. “Okay, okay! I think there are fairies in Reliance. Now do the story and show me the gift, okay? A deal’s a deal.”

			Lisa smiled, put her head back on the pillow, closed her eyes. Storytelling wasn’t about making things up. It was more like inviting the stories to come through her, let themselves be told.

			“Make it a good one,” Evie said.

			“Mmm,” Lisa said, taking in a breath, then starting with the four magic words that began every story.

			“Once upon a time,” she said, pausing, waiting, “there were two sisters, one light, one dark.”

			“Uh huh,” Evie said, the words a soft approving sigh. Already her breath had slowed and lost some of its raspiness.

			“They lived in a castle that had been enchanted by an evil witch. The castle was dark and gloomy. Everyone who set foot inside the castle, everyone but the two sisters, went mad. Their mother had hanged herself. And their father walked the halls muttering to himself and didn’t seem to notice his daughters. He looked right through them, like they were ghosts.”

			Evie made a low mmmm sound and turned onto her side in the sleeping bag.

			“This went on for so long that they began to wonder if maybe they were ghosts. If maybe they’d gone mad too, and were locked up in some deep dungeon, having a delusional dream about being sane.

			“‘There’s only one thing we can do,’ said the fair-haired sister, ‘we’ve got to leave this place.’

			“‘Where will we go?’ asked the raven-haired sister.

			“‘Away. We’ll look for someone or something that can help us break the spell on our castle.’”

			Lisa stopped, listened to Evie’s breathing, which was slow and deep—she was almost asleep.

			“And so it was decided,” Lisa continued. “They left the castle that night, under cover of darkness on horseback. They took a sack of bread, cheese, and fruit. The dark sister carried her father’s sword. The light one carried a bow and silver arrows. And they took the one possession they had of their mother’s: a small silver key she had treasured—she never told them what lock the key might fit, but promised only that one day it would save them.”

			Lisa rose from the bed, stepped carefully over Evie, and went to the desk. She pulled open the drawer and felt around until she found it. Then she crept over to Evie and opened her hand.

			“What’s this?” Evie asked, half asleep.

			“The gift I promised. Your own magic key.” It was an old skeleton key Lisa had found way back in the drawer of the table in the front hall, mixed in with dead batteries, dried-up pens, a bent screwdriver, and other keys abandoned because no one could remember what locks they had once fit. The skeleton key was tarnished silver and had a large tooth with several notches taken out.

			Evie gripped the key tightly and smiled. “Will it save me one day?”

			“Definitely,” Lisa said. “It’ll save both of us.”

			Lisa was on the back of the horse from the story, her fingers gripping its silvery-white mane. She leaned down, smelled the warm musky scent of its coat. The horse moved gently, gracefully, without making a sound. She thought for sure Evie would be there behind her, but she was alone.

			The horse carried her to the edge of the yard, then into the woods. They went down the hill, across the brook. Only the brook seemed deeper, wider. The horse had to swim. Lisa thought she should be frightened, but she wasn’t.

			“Aren’t dreams lovely?” she said out loud.

			“Yes, they are,” the horse told her. “Shh,” the horse whispered. “You sleep now.”

			When she woke up at first light, she was back in her own bed, but the dark, musky smell of the horse was all around her. A shadow moved across the corner of her vision, then was gone. The door creaked shut and she was sure she heard the sound of feet padding down the hall.

			“Hello?” she said.

			Evie was snoring softly on the floor beside her, the knife under her pillow and the old key clenched in her hand.

			A dream. Only a dream.

			Aren’t dreams lovely?

			Yes, they are.

			She turned and saw that there on the pillow beside her was a small green velvet bag tied with a ribbon of gold.

			Her heart jumped up into her throat.

			Her fingers trembled as they untied the ribbon and reached inside. She pulled out three plain stones. Only when she turned on the light, she saw they weren’t stones. They were large teeth: molars, brown and worn.

			“Oh!” she exclaimed, and Evie bolted up like a jack-in-the-box looking for a fight.

			“Where is he?” Evie asked, reaching under the pillow for her knife.

			“Who?” Lisa asked.

			Evie looked around, rubbing sleep from her eyes. “Forget it,” she said, setting the knife in her lap.

			“Some kind of ruminant maybe,” Sammy said when they shook him awake to show him the teeth. “Like a cow,” he guessed, turning one of the teeth in his hand. “Or a horse.”

			Lisa got a cold chill, which Evie always said meant someone was walking over your grave.

			“And you just woke up and found them?” Evie asked, her brow furrowed.

			“I’ve told you a hundred times already,” Lisa said. “They were there on my pillow.”

			Evie scowled.

			“You think it’s the fairies?” Lisa asked.

			“I thought the tooth fairy was supposed to take teeth, not leave them,” Sammy said.

			“The tooth fairy’s made up,” Lisa said.

			Sammy laughed, dropped the teeth back into the bag, and tied it closed. “Right. And all the other fairies are just so totally real.”

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			Phoebe

			JUNE 4 AND 5, PRESENT DAY

			The knocking on the cabin door got louder, more frantic.

			It was Evie who finally rose and went to answer it. She stood a second, her hand on the knob, looking back at the group near the fire, her face a question: Do I dare? But what choice did she have? She turned the knob and opened the door.

			An old woman with short gray hair smiled in at them. She wore a straw hat rimmed with gaudy plastic flowers. Her lipstick was a garish bright red and looked as though it had been applied by an orangutan in a clownish rough circle around her mouth. She had on a pair of glasses with heavy pink plastic frames. The dress she wore was a summer muumuu—orange with hot pink tropical flowers, and over it she had on a raincoat. On her feet were a pair of red Keds, nearly worn through at the toes.

			“Umm . . . can I help you?” asked Evie.

			The old woman laughed.

			“Are you lost?” Evie asked. “Would you like to come in?”

			And then, softly at first, the old woman started to sing:

			Say, say my playmate

			Come out and play with me

			And bring your dollies three

			Climb up my apple tree

			Holler down my rain barrel

			Slide down my cellar door

			And we’ll be jolly friends, forever more!

			Evie turned from her and looked back to the others for help.

			The old woman was clearly out of her mind.

			Phoebe and Elliot both stood and walked toward the open door.

			“Please come in,” said Elliot.

			“Yeah,” said Evie, “we’ll make you a cup of tea.”

			She stretched out her arms and, for a brief moment, Phoebe was sure the stranger was about to be enveloped in a patchouli-scented hug, but the old woman turned and took off into the dark woods.

			“Wait!” Evie cried. “Come back!” But the woman was gone.

			“We should go after her,” Phoebe said. “She’s clearly lost. I mean, we’re miles from anywhere. And she doesn’t seem like she’s in any shape to be on her own in the woods.”

			“Sam and I will go,” Elliot said, grabbing a flashlight. “You two stay here.”

			“I’m going to put some tea on,” said Evie.

			They were gone nearly forty-five minutes, and when they came back they said they’d seen no sign of her.

			“It’s pitch-black out there,” Sam reported, shaking his head.

			“I think it’s time we all hit the hay,” said Elliot as he slid the bolt on the front door, locking it.

			Phoebe couldn’t have agreed more. She was exhausted.

			“I’m not comfortable with this,” Evie said. “I feel like we should be doing more. That poor woman is out there all alone.”

			Elliot put his hand gently on the back of her neck and massaged it a little. “We can look around more in the morning. Then drive into town and report it if it’ll make you feel better.” 

			Evie nodded.

			After saying their good nights, Phoebe and Sam closed themselves up in their room and got ready for bed. Phoebe emptied her pockets, putting the small orange stone on the windowsill beside the bed. She pulled the memo pad from her back pocket along with a stubby pencil and wrote:


			WEIRD THINGS THAT HAPPENED TODAY

			Evie thinking I’m pregnant (can’t be, can I???)

			Their car had Mass plates

			Seeing the note from Lisa (can’t really be her, right?)

			The old woman at the door



			“Mapping out your plan for world peace?” Sam teased.

			“More like world domination,” Phoebe said with a sly smile, tucking the notebook into her purse, then watching as Sam pulled off his T-shirt. His back was strong, arms ropy with muscles from working out in the woods. She smiled at his funny T-shirt, farm-boy tan. She couldn’t wait to get into bed and feel his arms around her, telling her she was home.

			He turned to face her, and her eyes went to the pale white scar just below his left collarbone. Sam never said much about the scar, and when Phoebe asked, he told her that he was young and hardly remembered what had happened. His mother didn’t remember either and said only, “Little boys can be so careless—I don’t recall if that was from when he got tangled in the barbed-wire fence or the time he tried to jump his bike over our Volkswagen.” Phoebe still found it hard to imagine that her careful, cautious Sam had once been such a reckless daredevil.

			Phoebe kicked off her boots and undressed.

			“Do you think she’s all right?” Phoebe asked.

			“Who?”

			“The old woman. I hate to think of her alone out there, lost in the woods.”

			Sam was silent a minute. “It was the damndest thing,” he said at last, his eyes glassy, cheeks flushed from all the wine he’d had. “How she could disappear like that. And that song she sang—”

			“What about it?”

			“Nothing,” Sam said, turning off the light and getting under the covers. “Forget it. I think I’ve just had too much to drink. That wine had a definite kick to it, didn’t it?”

			“Mmm hmm.”

			Phoebe crawled into bed next to him. You should tell him, a little inner voice said. Tell him you think your period’s late. Tell him what Evie said.

			But when he spooned himself around her, and she opened her mouth to say the words, she instead found herself asking the question she’d always wanted to ask.

			“Did you really see fairies?”

			He was silent a moment, his body tensing against hers.

			“We saw something,” he mumbled into her hair.

			She wanted to ask him what, wanted to know the details—were they little green figures clothed in leaves? Or only shadows? But before she could ask, he was asleep. And soon she joined him, her own hand resting over her belly as she wondered if there really could be a tiny baby in there, swimming inside her.

			The trapdoor was open. She’d heard the scuttling and squeaking of hinges.

			She should have piled their suitcases and bags under the bed. Sam would have made fun of her, but so what? At least they’d be safe.

			Something had crawled through. She felt pressure on her abdomen, opened her eyes and looked down. A hand was working its way into an envelope of torn skin, fat, and muscle.

			Your eyes, a voice was saying. You can always tell a pregnant woman by the light in her eyes.

			She reached down, but the hand was gone. And the covers were off. Sam was beside her, cocooned in the one thin blanket they’d found on the lumpy mattress in the cabin.

			It wasn’t a dream, Phoebe thought, realizing at once how ridiculous this was but holding her hand protectively over her belly as she sat up.

			Sam didn’t understand about dreams, had little patience for listening to her retelling them.

			“I don’t dream,” he’d told her a hundred times.

			“Of course you do,” she’d told him. “Everybody dreams. You just don’t remember.”

			It was barely light out, but Phoebe was able to make out a figure at the foot of their bed.

			Was her childhood shadow man back?

			No. It was the old woman in the flowered hat, and she was going through their things.

			Phoebe blinked, sure it was some nightmare image, a freakish hallucination.

			The woman turned, looked straight at them.

			This was no dream.

			Phoebe screamed, clawed at Sam, who sat bolt upright and stared at the old woman with a look of stunned disbelief.

			The old woman winked at Sam, then ran out of the room, nearly knocking down Elliot, who was coming from the other bedroom down the hall in only his boxers to see what all the commotion was. The old woman took off through the open front door into the dawn.

			“What was she doing?” Elliot asked.

			“She was going through our bags,” Phoebe said.

			“But how did she get in?” Elliot asked. “I bolted the door last night before bed.”

			Sam went to the door and checked it over. “It doesn’t look forced,” he said. His voice sounded high and shaky, like a little boy’s.

			“Maybe she got in through one of the windows,” said Evie, who followed behind Elliot. She was in a red silk kimono and looked smaller, younger, without her makeup on.

			Sam checked the windows. They were all closed and locked.

			The trapdoor under the bed, Phoebe thought. That’s how she got in.

			But she wasn’t a little kid anymore. And there was no such thing as trapdoors under beds, no such thing as the bogeyman. She had to remind herself that she no longer believed in these things. This was the new Phoebe—the woman who hadn’t had a nightmare for three years. Until last night.

			“Did she take anything?” Evie asked. Sam went to check, then came back to report that nothing was missing.

			“Well, I say we have some breakfast, then drive into town to call the police,” Evie said.

			“I can’t believe none of our phones work,” Elliot muttered, shaking his head.

			“It’s like this all over Vermont,” Sam said. “Too many mountains, not enough cell towers.”

			“I’m going to put some coffee on,” said Evie, giving Elliot’s arm a reassuring squeeze. “Why don’t you go get your pants?”

			Elliot looked down at his bare legs as if just realizing he was in his underwear. Not just any underwear, but boxers with the words LOVE SLAVE emblazoned across the front. Clearly not meant for entertaining long-lost family members in. His cheeks flushed a little. As Elliot turned to walk back to the bedroom, Phoebe noticed a tattoo on his right calf—a small, tribal design: a circle with a perpendicular line that led to an upside-down number four. A Greek letter? Some sort of fraternity thing? Phoebe had barely made it through high school, never mind college, so she was clueless. She’d ask Sam about it later.

			Sam stood in the front doorway and looked out into the woods, shaking his head. “Who the hell is she?” he asked, running his fingers through his close-cropped dark hair. Phoebe came up behind him, rubbed his shoulders. His muscles felt like golf balls.

			“Just some poor old crazy woman,” she said.

			Sam shook his head. “That stupid song she sang last night . . . ,” he said.

			“She’s clearly ill. Probably has Alzheimer’s or something and wandered off from home,” Phoebe reiterated.

			“It was something Lisa used to sing all the time.”

			Phoebe worked at the knotted muscles in his shoulders. “It’s just a coincidence,” she whispered. “Lots of people know that song.”

			But in the back of her mind, she knew she didn’t really believe it.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 6

			Lisa

			JUNE 7, FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

			“There are fairies in Reliance,” Lisa announced at breakfast. The light from the kitchen windows made the floating dust glow and sparkle. The cherries on the wallpaper seemed unusually bright and cheery. The chrome chair and table legs glinted in the sun. The kitchen, like most of the house, hadn’t changed much since her mom and aunt were little girls. The cabinets were all white metal, the countertops worn pale yellow Formica that matched the wallpaper—a bright pattern of cherries against a creamy yellow background. The floor was simple pine planks, painted a glossy white every few years.

			Lisa’s mom smiled into her sweet, milky Earl Grey tea but said nothing. As always, she had gotten up early, done yoga, and taken a bath. She was dressed for the day in loose-fitting linen pants with a matching shirt that had buttons shaped like pinecones. Her hair was still damp and neatly combed. She smelled like lavender bath salts and cold cream.

			If anyone was going to believe in the fairies, it would be her mom, who’d taught her to love fairy tales, to understand the magic spell cast by the words Once upon a time. Lisa’s earliest memory was of her mother reading “Hansel and Gretel,” pulling a sheet over her head like a shawl and speaking in a crackling voice when she read the witch’s parts. “Let me feel your finger, girlie,” she’d say, reaching out for Lisa’s tiny hand. “Oh, too thin. Much too thin.”

			It was her mother who told her about Reliance, that the people in town were only half right: it was an enchanted place, but the magic was good, not bad. “One day you’ll see,” she’d told Lisa as she brushed her hair at night. “You’ll see the magic for yourself. If you’re lucky, that is. If you believe.”

			And Lisa did believe. She’d spent her life believing.

			Now she held her breath, waiting. Her Rice Krispies went snap, crackle, and pop. Everything spoke if you knew how to listen.

			Across the red Formica tabletop, Da sat in dirty pajamas staring into his coffee cup like there was a whole complicated world inside it: little cities, farms, cyclones. He dumped some sugar in, making it snow.

			Lisa hadn’t figured out how to listen right with Da. There had to be a way, though. He was in there somewhere. She listened with all of her might, but Da stayed silent.

			“I saw fairies, Da,” she said, leaning over the table, trying to look him in the eye. He kept his head down, studying the murky coffee in his mug. “We all did,” she said, raising her voice a little this time. She was sure she saw the faintest tremble of movement by his left eye.

			Da had never been this bad before. Sure, there were times when he wouldn’t get out of bed for days, wouldn’t shower or eat or do much of anything. But this was the first time he’d given up speaking. And the closest he’d ever come to dying.

			“Why hasn’t he said anything?” Lisa had asked her mom earlier.

			“I guess he doesn’t have much to say right now,” she answered. “Give him time, Lisa. He’s only been out of the hospital a couple of days. The doctors say the overdose didn’t do any permanent physical damage. Things will be back to normal soon.”

			Cat got your tongue?

			That’s what Da used to say to Lisa and Sam when they wouldn’t answer a question right away, which was usually a sign that they had something to hide.

			Da didn’t want to go with them to Cape Cod on Memorial Day, which should have been a warning flag—he loved the beach. He said it had restorative powers.

			Ever since Lisa could remember, they’d gone to Cape Cod on Memorial Day weekend. Hazel and Evie always went with them. They stayed in a tiny cottage right on the beach, had bonfires, dug for clams, and swam in the ocean no matter how cold it was.

			Da and Lisa would spend hours combing the beach, looking for shells and driftwood, making necklaces out of seaweed. Last summer, Da made a whole crazy wig out of seaweed. He put it on his head and danced around shaking a piece of driftwood, singing a witch doctor song. The sand on his bare chest sparkled and his long, narrow feet made funny bird tracks in a big circle on the beach. Even Hazel laughed until she cried.

			Da was a potter. He had a studio set up in the garage with a kiln, spinning wheel, and shelves full of glazes. He made mugs, bowls, vases that he sold in galleries and craft shops all over the state. He said each of the pieces he made told a story. He didn’t want to go to the Cape this year because he was working on something new, he explained. “Something those tourists from New York would give their left kidney for,” he said with a wink. He kissed the top of Lisa’s head. “Bring me back a magic rock. And some fudge. Lots of fudge.”

			“Things are gonna be different when we get back,” Evie told Lisa one night on the beach. They’d wandered away from the others and stood throwing stones into the waves.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Your dad told me. Just before we left. He said everything was going to change.” Evie had a faraway look, then smiled.

			“Why would he say that?” Lisa asked.

			Evie shrugged. “I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.”

			When they got home last Tuesday, sunburned and bearing gifts of saltwater taffy and fudge, they called out, but he didn’t answer even though his truck was in the driveway. Sammy and Lisa raced up to the bedroom, pounced on the bed, but he wouldn’t wake up. Mom called 911. Aunt Hazel took his pulse, gathered up all the empty pill bottles to give to the ambulance drivers so they’d know what they were dealing with. They found his sketchbook on the bedside table—he always used it for jotting down ideas for new pottery. Lisa turned to the last page he’d filled in. He’d drawn a dark, shadowy figure—a self-portrait, maybe. His face was nothing but a spiral of scribbles, done so hard that the paper was torn in the center.

			Did he know the day he said good-bye, Lisa wondered as she watched them take Da away by ambulance. Did he have it all planned? While he was asking for fudge and magic rocks was he secretly stockpiling pills, knowing he’d never eat another bite of Cape Cod fudge? Was that what he was trying to tell Evie? And the bigger question that twisted Lisa’s stomach into knots: Why give Evie his cryptic good-bye message? Why not her and Sam? Lisa wished she could ask him. She tried thinking the questions really hard, hoping some psychic part of his brain would pick up on them and send her a message back. But nothing happened.

			“Fairies, Da,” Lisa repeated, speaking the words right into his ear, which had two little hairs growing out of the top of it she’d never noticed before and made him look kind of werewolf-y.

			“It was just fireflies,” Sammy said.

			Lisa kicked him under the table.

			“Ow!” he yelped.

			Evie flashed her a smile. She’d put the skeleton key Lisa had given her on a long rawhide bootlace and tied it around her neck. The key was hidden by her shirt, but Lisa could see the leather lace around her neck. Evie had her sketchbook and was drawing a coffee cup, only she had it all wrong—the handle was too big, the top was an oval instead of a circle.

			“It was not fireflies and you know it,” Lisa said. Sammy gave her a scowl, then went back to shoveling cereal into his mouth, chewing like a robot. Sammy got no pleasure from food. It was sad, really.

			“Tell them, Evie,” Lisa said.

			Evie bit her lip, looked down at her drawing. Scratch, scratch, scratch went her pen. She’d given the coffee cup arms with claws.

			“Evie!” Lisa snarled.

			“Ha!” said Sam, smiling. “So much for your reliable witness.” He laughed, shaking his head, then went back to his cereal.

			Lisa bit her lip. She’d show him. She’d prove the fairies were real, make Sammy Skeptic eat his words.

			“You’ll see,” Lisa hissed. She reached into her pocket, touched the teeth, started to pull them out, offer them up as proof. Evie caught her and threw her a warning glance. She mouthed the word No! and gave such a menacing look that Lisa left the teeth in her pocket.

			Aunt Hazel, who’d been standing with her back to them at the stove across the room, brought over a stack of pancakes, which she called flapjacks.

			“Who’s going to see what?” she asked. Always the opposite of her sister, she wore an inside-out robe, scuffed-up old slippers, her hair going this way and that like an unmanageable nest of snakes. “And while we’re on the subject of seeing things, maybe one of you could tell me what might have happened to the strawberry jam I bought yesterday. You know how Dave loves his jam.”

			Aunt Hazel was a little batty, but she was good at taking care of people. She cooked a big breakfast every day (pancakes, Canadian bacon, cinnamon buns from a can) and never lost her patience with Da, even when he peed himself or refused to eat. She worked in nursing homes mostly, so she was used to dealing with old, crazy people. But she didn’t seem to keep any one job too long because of her drinking. She’d call in sick too much or show up reeking of gin. That’s what Evie said anyway. And this last time was no different. According to Evie, Hazel got called in to cover an early shift at Cedar Grove Health and Rehab and was still drunk from the night before. They fired her on the spot, which, it turned out, was good luck because it meant that now Hazel was in no hurry to get back home. She could stay and help with Da until he was better.

			Hazel and Evie lived only an hour away, in a dilapidated old farmhouse that was cold all winter and stifling in the summer. Hazel didn’t like to drive, so they didn’t come on a regular basis, but when they did, they’d stay for days, sometimes whole weeks, usually when Hazel was between jobs. Sam and Lisa rarely went to visit there—Phyllis didn’t approve of her sister’s housekeeping and claimed that on various occasions over the years she’d encountered bedbugs, lice, and fleas. They couldn’t go in the basement because there were supposedly rats the size of small cats down there, along with toe-breaking rattraps and poison bait. Lisa was pretty sure the real reason they weren’t allowed to visit much was because of Hazel’s drinking. When she came to their place, Phyllis could keep a tight rein on her, but in her own environment, all bets were off. She had bottles stashed everywhere—even, Lisa recalled, in the toilet tank.

			“The kids say there are fairies in Reliance, Hazel,” Lisa’s mom told her.

			Aunt Hazel shook her head, said, “Nonsense,” and flashed Lisa’s mother a don’t-encourage-them look. “I’d say we’ve got a bunch of kids with overactive imaginations. Call it a blessing, call it a curse, but there it is.” With this, she turned and shuffled over to the fridge for the syrup, mumbling something about the whole family needing medication, not just Da. She stood with the door open, leaning in to the fridge and banging things around while she muttered to herself.

			“You should leave them something,” Mom said in a low voice so that Hazel wouldn’t hear. “Fairies like gifts. Especially sweets. And shiny, sparkly things. Not iron, though. They don’t like anything made from iron.”

			Lisa smiled. She was sure her mother would understand and know just what to do.

			“Tell us again, Aunt Phyllis,” Evie said. “What happened to all the people who lived in Reliance?”

			Da looked up from his cup slowly, as if his head was the heaviest thing. He had a little string of drool coming from the edge of his mouth, getting caught up on the stubble covering his cheek. Aunt Hazel came back across the checkered linoleum floor, put the syrup and butter on the table with a loud thump, and gently dabbed at Da’s face with a napkin, then put a stack of flapjacks in front of him. “No jam, Dave, sorry. It’s a damn mystery.”

			“Gone,” Lisa’s mom said, her voice barely above a whisper. It was her best storytelling voice. The one she used before bed each night for as long as Lisa could remember. The one that had told her “Hansel and Gretel,” “Cinderella,” “Snow White and Rose Red.” “The whole town just disappeared. One day they were there, the next they weren’t. There were dinner plates left on the tables, fires stoked, cows waiting to be milked, horses in the stable. All that was left,” her mother said, her voice as hushed as she could make it while still being heard, “was one child. A baby in a cradle.”

			“And what happened to that baby?” Lisa asked, though she knew the story by heart.

			“He was adopted by a family here in town.”

			“And he was our great-grandpa,” Evie said.

			Lisa’s mom nodded. “My grandfather. Eugene O’Toole. He built this house.”

			“And grew up to be the town doctor,” Lisa added.

			“Went to medical school in Boston when he was just sixteen,” her mother said, a proud smile on her face. “There was nothing that man couldn’t do.”

			Except explain why he was the only one left behind, Lisa thought.

			Lisa’s mom and Hazel had grown up in this same house with their grandfather Eugene and his daughter, Rose, their mother. Their own father had left them. “House wasn’t big enough for two men,” Hazel always said, but Lisa never got it—the house seemed plenty big to her.

			Lisa never met her great-grandpa. He died just after her parents were married. He walked out into the backyard one evening during a storm and was struck by lightning. If he was so smart, Lisa always wondered, shouldn’t he have known not to be holding an umbrella in a thunderstorm? From that point on, umbrellas were outlawed in their house and Lisa had never been allowed to own one.

			Lisa remembered her grandma Rose as being delicate and smelling like the menthol rub she used for her arthritis. She had a stroke and couldn’t move one side of her face. She lived in a nursing home and died after having another stroke when Lisa was seven.

			Sometimes Lisa would walk around the house and touch things—the red kitchen table, the milk-glass candy dish, the pipe that had belonged to Eugene that sat on the mantel—and imagine that each object was haunted in some small way by her grandmother and great-grandfather, by the ghosts of her mother and Aunt Hazel’s childhood selves.

			Da left his pancakes untouched, dropped his head back down, gazing into his coffee. It was a white mug with a red heart on one side, Cupid on the other. Lisa had given it to him on Valentine’s Day years ago. It was full of those chalky, heart-shaped candies that had messages like Sweet Talk and Be True.

			“You eat up now, Dave,” Hazel told him. “You need your strength.” Then she leaned over and started cutting up his pancakes for him.

			Sammy stared, eyes locked on his father like someone who sees an accident and can’t look away. Their mother shifted uncomfortably in her seat, said, “I wish you kids could have met your great-grandfather. Sometimes,” she went on, her voice low and serious again like she was telling a story, “sometimes I’m sure I see little pieces of him in each of you.”

			Da took the fork Hazel handed him, stabbed at his plate, missing the pancake entirely. Hazel took the fork back and fed him herself.

			Lisa’s mother winced, but when she caught Lisa looking, she forced a smile. Then her mom folded her napkin, pushed her chair back away from the table, and said, “Well, if you’re all set here, I think I’ll go out to the garden and do some weeding.”

			“Of course we are,” Hazel said, feeding Da another bite. “Aren’t we, Dave?” Some pancake fell out of his mouth.

			Lisa touched the ugly yellow teeth in her pocket. Wondered what it felt like to go crazy. If maybe it was a little like walking into a thunderstorm with an umbrella. Or maybe it started small—like thinking the kitchen table and candy dish were haunted, or insisting you’ve just seen fairies in the woods even though your brother and cousin, who were right there with you, seemed determined to deny it.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 7

			Phoebe

			JUNE 5, PRESENT DAY

			They were finishing up a breakfast of strawberry pancakes, which Evie called flapjacks. “Like my mom,” Evie said, “remember?” which gave Sam a dreamy sort of smile that made Phoebe’s stomach hurt. Phoebe had very few warm, fuzzy memories from childhood, and even if she had, there was no one to share them with. No long-lost cousins to be reunited with. Before her mother’s death four years ago, she’d talk to her three, maybe four times a year, and then it was usually because her ma was looking for money, not to share memories of old family recipes.

			Phoebe smiled at Evie. She wasn’t going to let her cruddy-ass childhood cloud the fact that she was happy for Sam. While it’s true that she did feel a twinge of envy when she looked at Evie and understood all she and Sam had shared, she was determined not to screw this up. Evie seemed like the golden ticket. Just what Sam needed to start opening up about his past. And as much as she admired him for being able to move on, curiosity got the better of her. She wanted to hear about Lisa. About the Fairy King and the hidden door.

			Hidden doors. Trapdoors.

			Like the one the old woman must have come through last night.

			Stop it, she told herself.

			“Do you come from a big family, Phoebe?” Evie asked, and Phoebe stammered a bit, said, “No, it was just me and my mom. She passed away just before I met Sam.”

			“I’m sorry,” Evie said, giving her a doe-eyed look and leaning across the table like she was thinking of embracing her in yet another hug. “Were you very close?”

			Hell no! Phoebe wanted to say. Instead, she shook her head, looked down at her half-eaten pancakes. She was saved from having to explain any more when there was a quick, frantic rapping at the door.

			“Jesus!” Elliot said, throwing down his fork. “Don’t tell me she’s back again!”

			“I’ll go,” said Evie, reaching over to squeeze his wrist. “Maybe she’ll be less intimidated if it’s just me. You all finish eating.”

			They were all silent, listening to Evie’s footsteps on the wide plank floor. Then the door opened and she said, “Hello again. Can I help you?”

			This was followed by a horrible, frantic scream.

			Phoebe knew the old woman in the flowered hat was back and that she’d done something awful. She raced out of the kitchen and saw Evie clutching her side, her white T-shirt stained crimson with blood. And there stood the old woman, wielding the corkscrew Elliot had pulled from his vest pocket and left on the kitchen table last night.

			Phoebe was used to blood. She’d seen some pretty gruesome things at the clinic: dogs and cats carried in after hit-and-runs; a poodle maimed by a pit bull; a shepherd that had been caught for days in a leg hold trap and had gnawed his way free.

			“Let me see,” she said, reaching to pull up Evie’s soaked shirt, but the other woman kept her hand clamped tightly over it.

			“I’m okay,” Evie said, looking pale. “It’s not too deep. Go get her!”

			“Go!” Elliot yelled. “I’m gonna get Evie into the Jeep and go for help. Catch the bitch!”

			The world was reduced to a single narrow tunnel just then, and there, at the end of that tunnel, was the only fact Phoebe could be sure of: she was going to catch up with the old woman, pin her down, and get some goddamn answers. But first, she was going to throw up.

			Phoebe made it through the door just in time to vomit strawberry pancakes and coffee onto the flagstone path leading up to the cabin. Through the tearful retching, she heard the old woman singing that song in a wicked, crackling witch’s voice:

			Say, say my playmate

			Come out and play with me.

			“Who the hell are you?” Sam was in the open door behind Phoebe. The old woman, who was standing at the edge of the woods, shifting from foot to foot like a little girl who has to pee, stopped singing and winked at him.

			“Sammy, Sammy, Sammy, weak little lamb-y!” she sang. Then the old woman dropped the corkscrew and took off into the woods, Sam right behind her. Phoebe got to her feet and followed on shaky legs, stomach churning.

			Running, running. Tripping on roots and stones. Branches scratching her face. She kept sight of Sam’s pale blue T-shirt through the trees. The old woman was somewhere in front of him, but she was losing her clothes.

			At first, Phoebe saw the robe lying on the forest floor. Then the hat. Her dress. Shoes. At last, she saw a mass of gray hair. A wig.

			The bitch had been wearing a disguise.

			Phoebe pushed herself harder. Faster.

			What if the wound was deeper than Evie admitted? And what if the nearest hospital turned out to be an hour away. How much damage could a corkscrew do? What if it had hit a major artery? Or an organ? Phoebe tried desperately to recall anatomy charts she’d once memorized for high school biology. What was even down there? Ovaries? Spleen? She was clueless. Damn. If she’d been a vet tech instead of a receptionist, someone with some actual medical training, she might have been able to help more.

			How long had they been running? How far had they gone?

			Her legs pumped, her breath whistled. Aside from the weekend hikes with Sam, Phoebe was not big on exercise. The old woman ran like a coyote. She was just a shadow in front of them. Then she was gone.

			The trees were thinning. Up ahead, Phoebe saw a huge, unnaturally bright green meadow that reminded her of the plastic grass in Easter baskets. The old woman was running across it, naked.

			Only she wasn’t an old woman. She had short red hair and the lean, taut body of a twenty-year-old. And she was screaming.

			“Help! Oh God! Somebody help me!”

			It is Lisa! Phoebe thought. And she would have said it out loud, if she’d had the spare breath required for speaking.

			“Please help me!” the naked redheaded girl wailed, her arms crisscrossed defensively across her torso, covering her small breasts. Her skin was milk white and flawless. Her cheeks were flushed but not damp. She seemed, to Phoebe, too perfect to be real.

			And then, across the field came three men with golf clubs. They’d followed her out into the middle of a goddamn golf course. One of the men, the tallest one, who was dressed in plaid pants, tackled Sam. Another stood over him, golf club raised like a weapon. The third man grabbed Phoebe and pinned her hands behind her back. Phoebe screamed, “Let me go, you idiot! Grab her! She’s the one! She stabbed Evie!”

			The naked woman was sobbing, trying desperately to cover herself with her arms. One of the men draped a yellow sweater over her.

			“What happened?” asked the man who was pinning Sam to the ground.

			“They . . . they . . .” the woman in the yellow sweater sobbed and choked. “I was hitchhiking out on Route 12 last night. They picked me up. Then they took me into the woods. And they . . . they did things . . .” Her voice crumpled.

			Phoebe and Sam looked at each other, stunned. “She’s lying!” Phoebe screamed. “She stabbed Sam’s cousin with a corkscrew! We’re staying at a cabin in the woods and this old woman showed up . . .”

			“What old woman?” asked one of the golfers.

			“Her!” Phoebe shrieked. “She was wearing a disguise!”

			She only realized how absurd it sounded after she’d said it.

			“They took off my clothes and tied me to a tree,” said the woman in the yellow sweater. She showed the men rope burns on her wrists.

			This is not happening, thought Phoebe. This cannot be happening.

			“What are you?” Sam asked the redhead in the yellow sweater. He looked petrified.

			“I’m calling the police,” announced the man who’d given the girl his sweater.

			“Good,” Sam said. “Tell them my cousin Evie and her husband are heading into town on Route 12 and that she’s been badly hurt. They’re in a black Jeep with out-of-state plates.”

			Soon they were joined by two state troopers in uniform and the town constable, whose name was Alfred and who smelled like he’d just come from chores in the barn. The golfers had released Sam and Phoebe but stood by with their clubs in case any attempts were made at escape. One of the men had gone back to the clubhouse and found a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt for the naked woman. The T-shirt said FERNCREST COUNTRY CLUB.

			The woman, thought Phoebe, whoever she was, was a wonderful actress. She knew just when to cry, when to look like a frightened child, and when to show anger. She had all the men but Sam hanging on her every word. She touched them each, thanked them, made them feel like her saviors. Their eyes were astonished, proud. And wasn’t there something else there, too, in their watery middle-aged eyes? Phoebe recognized it at once: they were spellbound. These men were clearly captivated by this beautiful damsel in distress.

			“Shit,” Phoebe mumbled under her breath. She and Sam were screwed.

			The mysterious victim showed off her rope burns and told her story once more to the police, who took notes. Phoebe looked over at Sam with a what the hell is going on expression. His eyes looked dazed and glassy. Phoebe had a sense that maybe, if she concentrated hard enough, she’d wake up back in the cabin. That she was just trapped in some nonsensical nightmare.

			When they’d all had a chance to tell their stories, the police decided the only thing to do was take a walk back into the woods.

			“If what you’re saying is true,” said Alfred the constable to Sam, “then we should have no trouble finding the woman’s disguise.”

			“All our stuff is at the cabin. Please try to find Evie and Elliot. They’ll back up our story. And Evie was injured, bleeding all over the place. I want to be sure they made it to a doctor.”

			But the trouble was, they couldn’t find any part of the woman’s disguise.

			Not good, thought Phoebe. Definitely not good.

			They fanned out through the woods and came up with nothing. Phoebe recognized landmarks: trees and rocks she’d passed, tripping over them and scratching her face, so she knew they were going the right way. But the woman’s wig and clothing had disappeared. Phoebe began to feel a new and creeping dread.

			Eventually (Phoebe guessed it was an hour or so since first giving chase to the old woman) they got to the cabin. Elliot’s Jeep was gone. In its place was a battered Toyota pickup.

			Sam was pounding on the closed cabin door, calling for Evie and Elliot.

			An old man in green pants and a flannel shirt answered. His eyes seemed unnaturally blue and clear, like bright marbles set inside a sunken-faced, shriveled apple-head doll.

			“Hello, Danny,” the constable said to the old man. Danny nodded back and Alfred continued. “Sorry to bother you so early on a Saturday. But there’s been a little trouble in the woods. These folks say they’ve been staying here. Is that right?”

			The old man focused his piercing blue eyes on Phoebe and Sam. “Never seen them before,” he said.

			“And you’ve been here all morning?” asked one of the state policeman.

			“Since yesterday afternoon.”

			“He’s lying,” moaned Sam. “We spent the night here. In the back bedroom. All our stuff is inside.”

			“Mind if we take a look?” asked the constable.

			The old man held the door open for them. “Be my guest, Al.”

			The place had been cleaned up. But there were ashes in the fireplace from the night before and the air still smelled of pancakes. All the breakfast dishes had been put away. There was no sign of Evie and Elliot. Their room was empty, the bed made. When they got to the room at the end of the hall where Phoebe and Sam had spent the night, it too was tidy. Their bags were gone. The bed made.

			“Our things!” Phoebe shrieked. Everything they’d brought was gone: duffel bags, her purse, their camera. The only things left were the clothes they were wearing. None of it made any sense, and she began to feel like a woman in the middle of a psychotic break, unsure what was real and what wasn’t.

			Then she looked, and there on the windowsill was the tiny orange stone right where she’d put it. As the others turned from the room, she scooped up the stone and dropped it into her pocket, comforted to have a shred of proof.

			Whatever was happening, she was not going crazy. They had spent the night here.

			The state police took information from the owner of the cabin, then they headed back into the woods, the strange shape-shifting girl in the lead.

			“Is there any word on my cousin and her husband?” Sam asked. “She was hurt badly.”

			“Nothing’s been called in,” one of troopers said. “And no female with a stab wound has shown up at the emergency room.”

			Phoebe took Sam’s hand. One of the troopers walked in front of them, the other behind them, as if they were already prisoners.

			“What’s going on?” Phoebe whispered.

			“I don’t know,” said Sam, squaring his shoulders, trying to play the part of the brave boyfriend.

			“She knew your name,” said Phoebe. “Just before you chased her into the woods, she said your name. Maybe she saw it when she was going through our things.”

			“No,” said Sam. “There’s more to it than that. That weak little lamb-y thing she said—it was a rhyme Lisa used to tease with me with. No one else knows about it.” There went Sam’s shoulders, back into the slouched, little boy position.

			“So, what? Are you saying you think this girl is Lisa?”

			“No! Definitely not.” The state trooper ahead of them turned to look back. Sam continued, lowering his voice. “But it’s like she knows her. Or knows things about her.”

			“Maybe she’s from the land of the fairies,” Phoebe ventured, knowing how ludicrous it sounded.

			Sam shook his head. “Jesus! There is no land of the fairies, Bee. Lisa was taken by a real person to a real place. Shit, she probably never even made it out of those woods alive.”

			Phoebe felt a rush of guilt. She’d been so compelled by the idea of the fairies and the book that she’d forgotten the facts: Sam had lost his sister to what was most likely a brutal, and terribly human, crime. She needed to be more gentle and supportive, beginning with backing off from the crazy fairy talk.

			She took Sam’s hand, broadening her own shoulders. She would be the strong one here. She’d get them out of this. She had the stone in her pocket as proof, damn it, and that counted for something.

			Eventually they came to a small clearing, and there, at the base of a tree, was a length of rope. And a pile of clothing along with a small knapsack. It was all just as the redhead described.

			The girl reached into the bag and came out with a wallet. She showed the police a state college ID that said her name was just what she’d told them it was: Amy Pelletier.

			“No driver’s license?” one of the cops asked.

			“I don’t drive,” Amy said.

			“Maybe you should learn,” suggested the constable. “I’d say it’s high time you gave up hitchhiking.”

			“No shit,” said Amy as she gathered up her belongings. “Look, I was scared out of my mind, but no harm was done, right? I’d just as soon drop the whole thing.”

			“But these people committed a crime. They held you against your will.”

			“Maybe it was just a game. Maybe at first I played along, okay? They’re kind of cute, I was into it. A little bondage isn’t such a bad thing. Maybe I just kind of freaked. Let’s just forget it, okay? I got my stuff back. I just want to walk away and pretend it never happened.”

			“You don’t want to press charges?” one of the cops asked, dumbfounded.

			“No. I just want to go home.”

			Alfred the constable took the girl aside and spoke quietly to her for a minute. She shook her head, said something that made him laugh.

			“If you’re sure . . .” said the constable. Then he turned back to the others. His ears were bright red, like strange glowing handles on the side of his juglike head. “I’m going to give Amy a ride into town. Take her to the diner for some breakfast and a chance to get cleaned up, use the phone . . .”

			The constable put his arm around the girl and nodded at the cops, then led her away, his ears and neck redder than ever.

			“I think you should consider yourselves very lucky,” said one of the cops. “But she could still change her mind. If she decides to press charges after all, we know where to find you.” Then they turned to go.

			“Wait! How do we find our car?” asked Sam.

			“That way,” pointed one of the cops. “Route 12 is about half a mile.”

			They walked in dazed silence.

			“Shit!” Sam mumbled. “My keys. I don’t have any keys. They were on the dresser at the cabin.”

			“There’s one under the car.”

			“There is?”

			“I put it there last winter after I locked myself out and had to call AAA. Remember?”

			“I told you not to,” Sam said.

			“But I did it anyway, and now aren’t you glad?”

			He didn’t say anything.

			“Do you have your wallet?” she asked him.

			“That’s about all I do have.”

			“What are we going to do?”

			“Go home. We’re going to go home.”

			They walked on in silence, and by the time they reached the Mercury, they were exhausted and hungry. Phoebe looked beneath the car and found the little magnetic box under the rear bumper, right where she’d left it back in January. It had rusted closed and she pounded it open with a rock. She was bringing the key to Sam, closed in her palm like a secret, when she saw him remove a small piece of paper that had been tucked under the windshield wiper.

			“A ticket? You’ve gotta be kidding.”

			“It’s not a ticket,” Sam said. What little color left in his face drained away as he studied the paper. Phoebe noticed the faintest tremor in his hand. She came up beside him and looked down at the paper. There were no words, only a simple picture. Lines and a circle, like something a child would do.
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			It was the same mark she’d seen on Elliot’s calf.

			“Teilo,” he mumbled.

			“What?”

			“Not what, who. Teilo. The King of the Fairies.”

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 8

			Lisa

			JUNE 7, FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

			Lisa got an old, chipped china saucer and laid out three sugar cubes, a flat piece of mica she’d found in the stream, a Lorna Doone cookie, and a juice glass full of Orange Crush.

			“The only thing you’re going to attract with all this is yellow jackets,” Sammy complained as they made their way across their backyard and into the woods. Sammy had on a black T-shirt with a map of glow-in-the-dark star constellations. His hair was too long and was sticking out all over the place. Da always cut Sammy’s hair. He’d set up a chair in the kitchen, lay out the scissors and comb, and announce, “The barbershop is open!” He’d wet Sam’s hair in the kitchen sink, then drape a towel around his neck and sing out, “Shave and a haircut, two bits!” Sam would laugh and Da would talk like a barber. “What’ll it be today, son? Flattop? A little off the sides? Finish it off with a dab of Brylcreem?” Sam would giggle more. “A Mohawk, perhaps?” Da would tease, combing up the sides of Sam’s damp hair so that it was all in the middle, then showing him the mirror. “The stegosaurus look,” Da said. “It’s very in these days. You’ll be a hit with the girls. A real lady killer.”

			Lisa was thinking that maybe she should offer to give Sam a trim but figured he’d probably refuse. He’d just let his hair keep growing until Da got better, looking more and more like a boy of the wild every day. Sammy didn’t give much thought to things like being presentable.

			“You don’t know that,” Evie said. “Aunt Phyllis said fairies like sweets.”

			“She’s just yanking your chain,” Sam said.

			“So if you don’t believe me, why’d you come?” Lisa asked, squinting back over her shoulder at her brother.

			“’Cause I want to see your face when nothing happens,” he said.

			Lisa was walking extra carefully, her high-wire balance walk, so that she wouldn’t spill anything on the plate. The hill that led down toward Reliance was uneven and steep in places. The ground was spongy with fallen leaves rotted to mulch. There were rocks and downed branches to trip on, but if you knew where to look, there was a path the kids kept clear that led all the way down to Reliance. All around them, young poplar and birch fought for scraps of light under the canopy of full-grown maple and beech trees. The woods had a rich, loamy scent that always made Lisa take deep, hungry breaths. Even though it was only ten, it was hot already and it felt good to enter the woods and get out of the sun. The drying sweat on her arms and legs felt prickly and cool.

			“What, are you guys having a picnic or something?” called a voice from up ahead of them. Great. This was not what they needed at all. Gerald and Becca were coming up from Reliance. Gerald was wearing camouflage pants and a Star Trek T-shirt. He had big square wire-framed glasses that were the kind that got darker when you were out in the sun. The problem was that they seemed really slow to get back to normal, and now that he was in the dark forest, he was squinting, struggling to see through them. Becca was always in pink and today was no different—matching shorts and shirt the color of cotton candy. Pink flip-flops. Her hair was even tied back with a pink ribbon. What a kook. She was in Sammy’s grade and he said that she thought she was popular, but secretly everyone kind of hated her. “She tries too hard,” Sammy explained. “Like WAY too hard. It’s kind of painful to watch.” Her schoolmates called her Pinkie, which she liked. Lisa had thought it wasn’t so bad until the day she went to the pet shop and saw that the little newborn mice they sold to people who owned snakes were called pinkies. Now, whenever she saw Becca, she thought of those tiny, blind embryo-like creatures that didn’t stand a chance.

			“Yup,” Lisa said, wanting to get rid of them quickly, whatever it took. There was no way she was going to tell them the truth about the plate of gifts or mention anything about what they’d seen the night before. And she didn’t want to give Gerald a chance to start giving Evie any crap or calling her Stevie.

			“Kind of a strange-looking picnic,” Gerald said, peering down at the plate now that he was up close. He’d pushed his still-too-dark glasses down and was looking over the top of them. His light brown hair was a little greasy, and his forehead was dotted with pimples.

			Gerald, at least, didn’t have any illusions about being popular. He had his small circle of friends—boys who liked computer games, model building, and graphic novels—and that was enough. He was content hanging out in the computer lab after school, where he and his buddies were working on designing their own game, which took place in an alternate, microscopic universe and required them to invent a whole new language they called Minarian. Lisa kind of admired Gerald for knowing just who he was and not pretending to be anything more. But still, he got teased by some of the other boys—the popular, athletic boys who already had girlfriends they went to the movies with on Friday nights.

			“Ant food,” Sammy said. “We’re giving a picnic to the ants.”

			Gerald laughed. “You guys are so weird.” It was a favorite line of his. Something he said to Lisa all the time: You’re so weird. But he said it with a goofy smile on his face, like it somehow pleased him. Like he knew he was weird too, and he was acknowledging Lisa as part of his tribe.

			This time, though, the smile faded quickly and his eyes went right to Evie. “Like freak show weird,” he said, snorting a little. Evie clenched her jaw and her breath got whistley-sounding. Her fingers rested on the knife in its sheath.

			“I like ants,” Pinkie said, looking at Sam, smiling.

			“You do not,” Gerald said, shaking his head, pushing his glasses back up. “You hate bugs!”

			“An ant can lift twenty times its own body weight,” Sam told Pinkie. “That’s like you lifting a car.”

			Pinkie giggled at this, scratched a bug bite on her arm.

			“Now that I’d like to see,” Gerald said, making a silly, forced guffawing sound. Then he grabbed the shoulder of her pink T-shirt with ruffled sleeves and gave it a tug. “Come on, Hercules,” he said. Pinkie followed, still picking at the bug bite on her arm, which was now bleeding. “Au revoir!” she called back, giving a queen’s wave, hand cupped and wrist twisting in an unsettling Barbie-dollish way.

			Evie took her hand off the knife.

			“Thank God,” Lisa whispered. “I thought we were gonna be stuck with Gerald and Freaky Pinkie all day.”

			Sam shook his head. “You’re the one bringing sweets to the fairies and you’re calling Pinkie the freak? I hate to say it, Sis, but you’re making her look downright normal.”

			After another few minutes, they were crossing the brook, which mostly just ran in the early spring and was reduced to a sad little trickle the rest of the year. It was easy to clear in a single step, and even when you missed, you only got wet up to your ankle. Sometimes the brook dried up entirely, but it was always a good place to find red-backed salamanders staying cool under rocks.

			Across the brook, the woods opened up, and they could see what was left of Reliance: half a dozen cellar holes lined with stones and crumbling mortar—some stunted lilacs and apple trees, the cemetery and old well. Encircling all this was a low, crooked, broken-down stone wall. The cellar hole closest to the brook was the one they’d seen the lights in the night before, and Lisa headed straight for it, Sammy and Evie in tow.

			“Maybe it was swamp gas,” Sam said, pacing around, looking at the ground, then up at the trees.

			“What?” Lisa asked, peering down into the cellar hole, which looked the same as ever. It was roughly a fifteen-foot square—the footprint of a house that hadn’t been very large at all, more like the size of a living room. She remembered the strong feeling she’d had last night as they stood in this same spot—that they were being watched.

			“They say that it can glow,” Sammy explained. “Make strange lights.”

			Evie shook her head. Laughed a little.

			“Um, hello! Earth to Mr. Science—there’s no swamp here!” Lisa said. She loved Sammy. Deep down she did. But sometimes he was so dense it made her head hurt.

			“Maybe the gas is escaping from a vent in the ground,” he said.

			“Maybe,” Lisa told him at last. “Why don’t you take a long walk and see if you can find it.”

			Evie chuckled.

			Sammy looked totally unfazed. He walked in a circle around the cellar hole but showed no sign of going any farther. His forehead was all crinkled, like that of a fretful old man.

			“Hold this, okay?” Lisa said, handing the plate over to Evie while she climbed down into the hole.

			“Careful,” Evie said, eyes worried, lips trembling a little, as if Lisa was lowering herself into a nest of snakes.

			They’d been in and out of this and every other cellar hole hundreds, maybe even thousands of times. Played countless games of hide-and-seek. They’d slain invisible dragons with stick swords and won wars with Vikings. They’d sung that silly “Say, Say My Playmate” song while they chased each other through the village, pretending they each had a house of their own with cellar doors and rain barrels. Reliance was like a second home to them. But today something was different. The woods didn’t feel like theirs alone anymore.

			The cellar hole wasn’t deep—maybe four feet with crumbling stone walls and a dirt floor layered with years of rotting leaves. If Lisa squinted her eyes, she could just imagine the stone walls topped with a wood frame, clapboard siding. A little door and windows. There were old moss-covered bricks on the north side that must once have been a chimney and hearth.

			“Do you think this could have been it?” she asked.

			“What?” Evie asked.

			“Eugene’s house,” she said. “Our great-grandfather.”

			She remembered her mother this morning: Sometimes I see him in each of you.

			Evie nodded. “I wouldn’t be at all surprised. Your mom would know, probably. We should ask her.”

			Lisa looked around the bottom of the cellar hole. Baby trees grew there—poplar, white pine, and clumps of ferns.

			“Maybe the lights we saw were like . . . his ghost or something,” Evie said.

			“Could be,” Lisa said, but she didn’t think so. It was fairies. Definitely. She was surer than she’d ever been of anything.

			“Hey, guys, this is weird,” Sammy called, appearing at the edge of the foundation. “I found this just over in those trees.” He pointed to the left, near the old well. Lisa folded her arms over the edge of the cellar hole, pushing her belly against the wall, and looked up. Sammy held a half-eaten sandwich.

			“Probably from Gerald and Pinkie,” Evie said. “Damn litterbugs!”

			Sam studied the sandwich, gave it a sniff. “I think it’s liverwurst,” he said, wrinkling his nose.

			The only person Lisa knew who ate liverwurst was Da, and he certainly wasn’t in any shape to be picnicking in the woods.

			“Weird,” Lisa said.

			“Gross,” said Evie. “I say you chuck it. Some animal will come along and eat it. Maybe. If it’s hungry enough.”

			Lisa let go of the wall and turned from Sam and Evie and the offensive sandwich to study the inside of the cellar hole.

			There, in the southernmost corner of the old foundation, right where they might have found little Eugene all alone, squalling in his cradle, Lisa saw a plant growing. It was hung with flowers like a string of bells. The flowers were pale purple with white spots going down their throats. Magic flowers. “I knew it,” Lisa exclaimed, clapping her hands together. She leaned down and listened, sure she would hear the sound of tinkling bells.

			“Foxglove,” Sammy said from up above. “Be careful, they’re poison.”

			Lisa had never seen such a spectacular flower, poisonous or not. And she couldn’t believe that anything in those woods would hurt her.

			She set the plate of gifts carefully at the base of the plant and then, heart pounding, Sammy hissing warnings, she reached out and touched one of the flowers. It was soft and smooth, like the cheek of a baby.

			She could almost hear Eugene’s long-ago cry: an infant alone in the woods, left behind.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 9

			Phoebe

			JUNE 5, PRESENT DAY

			When Sam and Phoebe pulled into their driveway at nearly three o’clock, Phoebe sighed—she’d never been happier to be home. She’d shower, put on a clean change of clothes, sit down with Sam at their wobbly kitchen table, and figure all this out. Being home and safe and away from the madness at the cabin would put things in perspective.

			It was more of a cottage than a proper house, really, and over the last two years, it had become Phoebe’s favorite place on earth—the only place that had ever truly felt like home to her.

			The house with its high, peaked roof, stained-glass windows, and gingerbread trim at the eaves had charmed Phoebe nearly as much as Sam had. It all seemed too good to be true. And when, after they’d been dating for six months, he asked her to move in, she had no hesitation, though he was the first man she’d ever agreed to live with. Until she met Sam and saw the house, she’d always been determined to have her own space, to keep a certain comfortable distance between herself and her boyfriends. But Sam was different. This house was different. Sam had lived there since college, renting it from an art history professor who had been renovating it. Then the professor’s wife got sick and they moved to Boston. He sold Sam the house for half what it was worth.

			“Ooh,” Phoebe remembered cooing when she first saw it. “It’s straight out of a fairy tale!”

			But now, as she got closer and saw that the front door was hanging open, it felt more like a scene from a horror novel.

			“Stand back,” Sam warned, squaring his shoulders, holding the sad little spare car key out in front of him like it was supposed to be a samurai sword.

			“Like hell,” Phoebe said, staying right by his side. She grabbed a softball-size rock from beside the front steps.

			“Guess we didn’t just forget to lock up,” Sam said, eyeing the front door with trepidation. The dead bolt had been ripped from the wall and the lock in the knob mangled with a screwdriver that had been left hanging there. Phoebe held her breath, kicked the door open with her green boot, and led Sam over the threshold.

			The house was trashed: furniture tipped over, drawers and cabinets opened, and everything pulled out. The framed topographical maps were all down, the glass smashed.

			“Holy shit,” Phoebe mumbled. Still holding the rock, she ran straight for the aquariums at the back of the living room to check on everyone. The aquariums were about the only thing in the house left intact, and all of the residents appeared unharmed. She set down her rock and gently scooped up Horace. The little hedgehog nosed her palm and fingers, searching for treats.

			“Hey there, Buddy,” she said in the singsongy voice reserved for small animals and babies, stroking his soft quills. “What happened in here, huh?” She held her little pale-bellied hedgie up to her face, wishing he could answer.

			“They all okay?” Sam asked. With the exception of the snake, Sam loved the animals, and teasingly referred to them as Phoebe’s menagerie.

			“Seem to be,” Phoebe said, setting Horace down in his cage. In the next aquarium, Orville and Wilbur, the two hooded rats, were contentedly snoozing, pink tails curled around their bodies. Jackson the one-eyed ball python was resting half in and half out of his water dish.

			The animals had all come from the clinic, given up for various reasons. Horace had badly bitten a boy at a birthday party (why parents would let a group of rowdy seven-year-old boys pass around the hedgehog—who must have been terrified—was beyond Phoebe). Jackson had been rescued from a home with fourteen snakes, half a dozen ferrets, and countless rabbits, all malnourished and neglected. Orville and Wilbur were abandoned when their owner took off for college and his mother refused to take care of vermin.

			“Great. It’s a comfort to know that the twisted psychos are animal lovers,” Sam said.

			Phoebe’s legs felt like rubber. She wanted to sit, but the furniture was tipped over, slashed open.

			Sam stood, dumbfounded, in the center of their living room, looking for the phone. “We shouldn’t touch anything. I’ll call the police.” He went to set down the mail he’d carried in, but the table had been turned over. He dropped the mail down on the floor and that’s when he saw it: a small envelope with only his name in neat script on the front. No address or postage. He tore it open.


			            I am back from the land of the fairies. Meet me in Reliance on the next full moon.

			Lisa



			They spent the afternoon putting the house back together and taking stock. It didn’t look as though anything had been taken. Sam decided it was best not to involve the police. Phoebe argued with him at first, but when he reminded her of their interaction with the cops just that morning, she acquiesced. Who knew what might happen if the police stepped in? And what if that girl had changed her story again? The police might well be on their way at this very minute to arrest Sam and Phoebe.

			“I think part of the whole setup this morning was to make us look like really sketchy, criminal-type people. It was a smart move on their part,” Sam said. “They know we’ll think twice about going to the cops because the police are going to see us as nutty and unreliable, no matter what.”

			“But we know what we saw,” she said. “That woman stabbed Evie! What happened to her? You can’t just take off and disappear with a stab wound like that.”

			Sam shook his head worriedly. “I don’t know.”

			“And who took all our stuff? Cleaned up the cabin like that? Why on earth would anyone go through all that?”

			“Hard to say,” Sam answered. “The fact that this place was torn apart, too, tells me they’re looking for something. Maybe it was just the fairy book they were after, and now that they’ve got it, they’ll leave us alone.”

			“But who even knew we had the book?” Phoebe said. “Your mom, Evie, and Elliot. The girl on the phone, maybe.”

			She pulled the memo book from her pocket, wrote: PEOPLE WHO KNEW ABOUT BOOK in her tiny hieroglyphics at the top of a clean page, and made a list.

			Sam nodded, rubbing the back of his neck.

			“And why take the book?” Phoebe asked.

			“Because it was evidence, I guess. It was made by whoever took Lisa. I should have just listened to my mom and brought it to the cops the day we found it.”

			“You can’t blame yourself,” Phoebe said.

			“I’m not. I just wish I’d at least opened the damn thing.”

			“So why didn’t you?”

			“Because, when Evie called that same day, she asked me to promise not to open it without her. She wanted to be there.”

			Evie. Where the hell was poor Evie? Did whoever did this catch up with Elliot and her?

			“Okay, so what now?” asked Phoebe. She opened her little notebook to the next page and wrote THE PLAN.

			“Nothing,” Sam said. “We just get on with our lives.”

			Phoebe blew out an exasperated breath. “We can’t do nothing!” she said, sitting forward. “Your cousin could be bleeding to death somewhere, held hostage by a bunch of wackos. And whoever that girl in the woods was, she seemed to know things about Lisa. Things only Lisa would know. You said so yourself!”

			Sam bit his lip, ran his hand through his hair.

			“If all that isn’t enough, think about your mom. If there’s a chance Lisa might still be alive, don’t you think we owe it to her to find out? Christ, this is her child, Sam! Your sister.”

			Sam walked over to the Humane Society calendar hanging on the wall. “Okay. The full moon is on the eleventh. Friday. Maybe we’ll take a ride out to Reliance and see what happens.”

			“And in the meantime?” Phoebe asked.

			Sam shook his head, looked helpless.

			“And in the meantime?” Phoebe repeated. “The eleventh is six days away, Sam! Are we supposed to just sit around twiddling our thumbs until then?”

			“In the meantime,” he said with hesitation, “I guess we try to find out what happened to Evie and Elliot.”

			“Excellent plan!” Phoebe leaned over and kissed his cheek. “You’re very sexy when you get all detective-like.”

			He rolled his eyes while she opened her notebook again.


			THE PLAN

			Find Evie and Elliot

			Go to Reliance on full moon (Friday)

			Make Sam tell me more about that summer



			Phoebe knew she should add “Get pregnancy test” to the list, but somehow the idea of writing it down made the possibility of being pregnant all the more real. With all that was going on, she couldn’t let herself think about it right now. Later, she promised herself.

			Sam went for the phone, punching in the number of the cell phone Evie had given him. He shook his head. “It’s no longer in service.”

			“What about her number in Philadelphia?”

			“She never gave it to me.”

			“Try calling information.”

			There was no Evie or Eve O’Toole listed in the Philadelphia area.

			“Shit,” Sam said, “she probably changed her name when she got married. I don’t have a clue what Elliot’s last name is.”

			Sam dialed the phone again.

			“Hi, Mom,” he said into the receiver. “Hey, I was wondering if you could give me Aunt Hazel’s number. Yeah, I’ll wait. Uh huh. Uh huh. No, we haven’t forgotten. See you then.”

			He hung up. “Got it. And she reminded me about dinner tomorrow night. We’re supposed to bring dessert.”

			Phoebe groaned. She loved Sam’s mother, idolized her even, and definitely believed she had the right to know what happened to her daughter, but Phoebe felt intimidated by her clean and cozy house, her home-cooked meals. The slightly disappointed look they’d get when they showed up with a couple of pints of Ben & Jerry’s instead of a batch of freshly baked cookies. Phoebe always left Phyllis’s house feeling like she’d never measure up and wondering why on earth Sam had chosen her over someone who could bake. Worse still, Phoebe secretly vowed to change. To one day surprise Phyllis with a triple-layer cake with perfect buttercream icing. She could see it so clearly in her head, this Worthiness Cake that would be the most delicious thing any of them had ever tasted.

			Phoebe watched as Sam punched in his aunt’s number.

			“What are you gonna say?” Phoebe asked.

			Sam shrugged as he put the phone to his ear, listened to it ring.

			“For Christ’s sake, don’t tell her we just saw her daughter stabbed by some crazy loon in the woods!”

			Sam rolled his eyes. “Of course not!” he hissed.

			Hazel finally picked up and Sam spent an uncomfortable fifteen minutes on the phone playing catch-up. With the exception of Christmas cards, he hadn’t had any contact with her in years. Not since that summer.

			“Hazel’s a crazy old bat,” he’d told Phoebe on numerous occasions. “Drinks like a fish. My mom and she had this big blowout right before Lisa disappeared. They talk now and then but aren’t all that close anymore.”

			The more Phoebe heard about Aunt Hazel, the more she sounded just like her own mother, though she never mentioned this to Sam.

			“You never talk about your mother,” Sam had remarked once.

			“Not much to tell,” Phoebe had said, shrugging. “We weren’t very close.”

			Understatement of the goddamn year. But still it was better than saying, My mom was a miserable lush who had more meaningful conversations with her television than she ever did with any actual living person.

			“They aren’t real, Ma,” Phoebe said once when she caught her mother talking back to the detectives on TV.

			Her mother glared at Phoebe, rattled the ice cubes in her glass, and said, “Who are you to say? You think that something’s only real if you can reach out and touch it?” She leaned forward and gave Phoebe a pinch, twisting the skin on her arm.

			“Ow!” Phoebe had yelped.

			“If that’s what you think, you don’t know shit, sweetheart.”

			Phoebe had never flat-out lied to Sam about her mother, but she had definitely withheld crucial information. Like how she died.

			She pushed the thought away and focused on watching Sam squirming his way through the conversation with his old alkie aunt. She waved her hand in a hurry-up-and-get-on-with-it gesture. He nodded.

			“The thing is, Hazel,” he said into the phone, “I was hoping you could tell me how to get in touch with Evie and Elliot.”

			He waited, bit his lip. “Her husband? Elliot?”

			He listened again.

			“I see,” he said, nodding into the phone. “Uh-huh. Uh-huh. Do you have a number for her there?”

			Sam scribbled something on a pad, then thanked his aunt and promised to be better at staying in touch.

			“So,” he said after hanging up. “The first weird thing is that Evie isn’t married. The second is that she doesn’t live in Philadelphia at all. She’s right here in Vermont. Up in Burlington.”

			“Yeah, I’ll say that’s weird. Are you going to call her?” Phoebe asked.

			“I’m going to do better than that. I’m going to drive up and pay her a little visit. See how she’s feeling after getting stabbed and all that. I’ve got her address.” Sam jumped up from the couch and grabbed the lone key and his worn leather bomber jacket. “Coming?”

			“Damn right,” Phoebe said, practically beating him out the door.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 10

			Lisa

			JUNE 7, FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

			Sometimes, when they rode together, Lisa imagined they were attached, two parts of a whole, a Siamese twin girl cemented together where her chest pressed into Evie’s back. Evie’s black Harley-Davidson T-shirt was damp with sweat while she puffed and grunted, wheezed along like some ancient steam train: I think I can, I think I can, I think I can.

			You can, Lisa told her with her own breath. You can do anything you want, as long as you have me.

			Evie didn’t have her own bike, but she was the stronger rider, so Lisa perched on the seat holding her feet up, her arms wrapped around Evie’s thick waist. Evie stood, legs pumping, feet cranking the pedals, her fingers tight on the handlebars, never touching the brakes no matter how fast they went.

			They raced down Spruce to Main Street, Sammy beside them on his BMX bike, going up on curbs and sidewalks, popping wheelies. 

			When they got to where Main Street forked with Lark Ridge, they took a right, the dirt road following the stream out past the Tuckers’ farm, their wheels humming, crickets singing, the smell of fresh-mown hay in the air. Then it was right again, on the old fire road, which was little more than an overgrown dirt-bike trail. The air was cool and moist. Twigs lashed their faces. Lisa held on tight as they hopped and bumped over stones and roots, fishtailed through sand, dodged a fresh pile of horse dung. A quarter mile in, they stopped, parked their bikes against trees, and made their way down the bank to the whirlpool. It wasn’t really a whirlpool at all, but the kids called it that. It was a place where a curved boulder crossed the creek, stopping the water enough to form a deep pool. The bottom was covered in smooth polished pebbles and sand. Minnows swam there and, if you held still long enough, sometimes they’d nibble at your toes. Water striders skated across the surface; brook trout hid in the shadows. The mosquitoes and deerflies were god-awful, but as long as you stayed in the water, you were okay.

			“Last one in’s a rotten egg,” Sammy called, peeling off his star map T-shirt, kicking off his sneakers, and diving into the water in his shorts. Lisa peeled off her shorts and T-shirt, stripping down to her bathing suit, which was blue and covered in a light print of fish scales. Evie called it her mermaid skin. Evie took off her heavy boots and belt with the knife. She wore her shorts and layered T-shirts into the water. She didn’t own a bathing suit. Her huge boy’s shorts billowed in the water and the shirts clung to her skin, the edges of her white men’s V-neck peeking out from under the Harley T-shirt. She was a lousy swimmer and spent most of her time crouched in shallow water.

			Sammy dove down to the bottom and popped up, hair slicked back and nearly down to his shoulders now that it was wet.

			“You need a haircut,” Lisa told him.

			“And you need a reality check,” Sammy said, going under, then coming up again and spitting a long stream of water at her. “Fairies!” he said, once his mouth was empty. “How can you actually believe that?”

			Lisa shook her head. “How can you not?”

			“Because there’s no such thing as little green creatures with lacy wings. I hate to be the one to tell you, but Tinker Bell’s made up, Lisa. You can clap your hands all you want, but believing isn’t going to make them real.”

			Evie scowled, her arms cutting the water in slow circles around her, making her own little whirlpool. “Maybe they’re not like that,” she said.

			“Huh?” Sammy said.

			“I’m just saying,” Evie went on. “Maybe they are real, but they’re not anything like what we think.” She plucked at the front of her T-shirts, pulling them away from her body, but when she let them go, they snapped back into place, sticking worse than ever.

			“And what are they supposed to be like then?” Sammy asked.

			Evie shrugged. “More like us, maybe. That’s what my mom told me once. That it isn’t like in all those cutesy little picture books—real fairies look like humans, only they’re not. They’re like our shadows, she said. Dark. Magic. Here one minute, gone the next.”

			Sammy laughed as loud and hard as he could. Soon his laughter was mixed with the crashing of footsteps running down the bank.

			Lisa turned. “Shit,” she said. Gerald and Pinkie. And they weren’t alone. Behind them were Gerald’s two best friends, Mike and Justin. And a girl Lisa sort of recognized from school—a friend of Pinkie’s named Franny. The girl was as pale as Pinkie and had braces.

			“Let’s go,” Lisa said to Sammy and Evie.

			“But we just got here,” Sammy whined. Lisa threw him a furious look.

			“Yeah, stay,” Gerald called. “We’re all friends, right?” Then he turned to Mike and Justin and said something in his made-up, Minarian language. Lisa caught only the last few words, “Bach flut nah.” The other boys laughed.

			Gerald could be moderately obnoxious on his own, but when he was around Mike and Justin, he always acted like a total idiot, showing off and saying dumb stuff that didn’t make any sense and was supposed to make him seem all impressive and super smart-assy. It was ridiculous, really. Mike and Justin didn’t need to be impressed—it wasn’t like there was any danger of them ditching Gerald. They were airplane-model-building, computer-gaming geeks, just like Gerald. Three peas in a pod. But for whatever reason, Gerald had to be King Pea. Lisa smiled at this newly thought-up title.

			“What’s so funny, Nazzaro?” Gerald asked.

			Lisa shrugged. “It’s just that whenever you speak that language of yours, you sound all phlegmy—like someone with a bad cold clearing his throat.” She made her best cat-coughing-up-a-fur-ball noise to accentuate her point.

			Gerald’s face turned red.

			“Hi, Sam!” Pinkie called, waving so hard she nearly fell into the stream. She had on long sleeves, gardening gloves, and a pink baseball hat draped with mosquito netting.

			“Hey,” Sam said, nodding in her direction. “You coming in the water?”

			She shook her head.

			Gerald laughed. “She only swims in pools. Can’t stand the feel of muck or pebbles under her feet. And the fish and bugs are way too much for her. She’s what you call delicate, Becca is. Aren’t you?” he asked, looking at his sister. “Then there’s all the diseases and parasites, right, Bec? All kinds of nasties floating around in there.”

			“Oh man, tell me you haven’t been showing Becca your parasite book again, have you? That’s just cruel,” Mike said. He peeled off his T-shirt to reveal a pale white chest that was sunken in at the center, as if someone had crushed his sternum with a baseball bat.

			“It’s fascinating stuff, really,” Gerald said, not taking his eyes off Pinkie. “Amoebic dysentery, giardia, cryptosporidiosis. Then there’s the bacterial stuff: cholera, E. coli, typhoid. That water there is teeming with tiny little organisms just looking for a nice warm body to call home.” He winked at Pinkie.

			Mike gave Gerald a playful cuff on the shoulder. “Don’t mind him,” Mike said. “He’s just a little obsessed with the microscopic world. It’s all the research he does for our game. There’s nothing in that water that can hurt you, Becca.” With this, he took a running leap into it, Justin right behind him. Both boys squealed as they hit the cold water.

			“See, Becca, it’s safe enough to drink,” Mike called, scooping some up in his hand and slurping.

			“You’re going to be pissing protozoa,” Justin teased.

			Mike took a second sip. “Amoeba, yum!”

			“Actually,” Sam said, trying to sound older by lowering his voice, “most microscopic organisms are safe to ingest. The truth is, our bodies are full of bacteria all the time. We’ve even got E. coli in us, living in complete symbiosis most of the time.”

			Lisa rolled her eyes. What was this—attack of the geeks?

			Franny moved closer to Becca, leaned in, and whispered something in her ear. Becca nodded, then they both giggled, looking at Sam, then away.

			Lisa couldn’t stand girls like that, no matter what age. Girls who tittered and breathed secrets in one another’s ears. Dainty girls who didn’t want to get dirty.

			“Come on in, man,” called Mike. “You only feel like you’re freezing your balls off for the first thirty seconds or so.”

			Gerald took his T-shirt off carefully over his glasses, kicked off his running shoes, and made his way slowly toward the stream, stepping gingerly over stones, as if his feet were ultrasensitive. He stopped at the edge.

			“What have we here?” he asked, picking up Evie’s belt and knife.

			Lisa took in a sharp breath. This was trouble. Bad trouble.

			“Looks like a bushwhacker to me,” Mike called from the water. “Bach gloon neot?”

			Gerald laughed and nodded. “Totally!” he snorted, pushing his dark glasses up his nose.

			“Drop it!” Evie snarled from her crouched position downstream.

			Gerald unsnapped the sheath, pulled the knife out, and whistled. “Quite a blade on it. Could kill an elephant with this thing, probably. And what is this down by the handle? A little dried blood? Christ, Stevie, what have you been cutting up?”

			“Shit, man, maybe it is blood,” Mike said. “You know what they said about her great-grandfather, how he made some kind of pact with the devil and did sacrifices and shit out in those woods? Maybe Stevie’s just following in his footsteps!”

			Gerald shook his head. “A pact with the devil? Nah. I heard Old Doc O’Toole was the son of the devil. He had powers. Could hypnotize people with his eyes. That’s what my mom said. Hell of a family tree you’ve got, Lisa.”

			“Enough, Gerald,” Lisa warned, swimming toward him.

			“I’m just saying. You might be in danger, Lisa. I mean if cousin Stevie is going around like a young psychopath slicing and dicing cats or something, wouldn’t you be concerned? Didn’t you know that’s how Jeffrey Dahmer got his start—cutting the heads off of dogs and cats and impaling them on sticks.”

			“Eew!” squealed Pinkie.

			“No way!” said Franny.

			“Yes way,” Gerald said. “Totally true.”

			“Put it down!” Evie growled. She was still crouched, her body a tight ball, the water up to her neck.

			“Oh, and are you gonna make me? Not so tough now, huh? Now that I’ve got your big, bad blade of death here.”

			Pinkie and her pale friend looked on in silence, both of them frowning. Mike and Justin were treading water, watching. Mike moved closer to shore, walking toward Gerald, water pooling in the well of his sunken chest. “Looks like a sacrificial blade to me, for sure,” he called. “I’d be careful if I were you, man. It might have some serious mojo.”

			Lisa got to the bank and stepped out, moving toward Gerald. “Give me the goddamn knife.”

			Gerald gave a disgusted-sounding snort. “Not much of a man, are you, Stevie? Getting your pretty little cousin to do your dirty work for you. She is pretty. Don’t you think so? I know you do, Stevie.”

			“Ooh!” crooned Justin from the water. “Stevie has a thing for her cousin? That’s so sick!”

			Evie stood up, arms rigid at her sides, hands clenched into fists.

			Gerald hooted. “Nice swimming trunks!”

			Evie’s green fatigue shorts hung down to her knees, her belly bulging out above them. Her legs were pale and covered with dark hair. The wet T-shirts clung to her so that you could see the curve of her breasts, even the outline of nipples beneath the bald eagle and flag. The words AMERICAN LEGEND were stuck to her belly, jiggling as she walked.

			Mike and Justin laughed. Pinkie let out a little squeal, then covered her mouth and looked away, tittering. Franny did the same.

			Evie moved toward Gerald, her eyes blazing, a low growl coming from the back of her throat.

			Gerald flinched, then held up the blade, waving it through the air like a conductor’s baton or a magic wand.

			“And I don’t think I’ve ever seen boobs like that on a dude before. Have you, guys? Maybe Stevie’s one of those . . . whatdayacallit?”

			“Hermaphrodite?” Justin said.

			“Yeah, yeah, that’s it. Half girl, half boy. An It.”

			Evie froze in her tracks, knee-deep in the creek. She crossed her arms over her breasts, her chest heaving as the growl broke apart and her eyes filled with tears. Lisa could see the outline of the key hanging from the bootlace around Evie’s neck. Evie’s fingers fumbled their way under the neck of her shirt, reaching for it.

			It’ll save both of us one day.

			Lisa had to look away.

			“Here you go, It,” Gerald said, dropping the knife and heading out into the water, away from Evie.

			“Asshole!” Lisa yelled after him.

			Evie continued her slow walk to shore, where she stood bent over and dripping as she pulled on her boots. She sheathed the knife and looped the belt around her waist, buckling it with shaking fingers.

			Lisa started putting her own clothes on as Evie walked past Pinkie and Franny. Franny gave her an awkward smile. Evie ignored it and began climbing the path up the bank.

			“Come on, Sammy,” Lisa called.

			Gerald said something to Sammy in a low voice. Sammy ignored it, but the other boys laughed.

			Lisa shoved her damp, sandy feet into her sneakers and waited for her brother. At last, he was out of the water, pulling on his shirt. “Let’s go,” she said.

			“See ya, Sam,” Pinkie said, as they hurried by her, Sam carrying his shoes. He gave her a half wave.

			When they got to the fire road at the top of the hill, both of the bikes were still there, but Evie was nowhere in sight.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 11

			Phoebe

			JUNE 5, PRESENT DAY

			“The one good thing about the chaos of their day was that Phoebe hadn’t had much time to obsess about the possibility of being pregnant. But now that they were back in the car, racing up to Burlington on Interstate 89, it was all she could think of.

			Once again she toyed with idea of saying something to Sam—but he had enough on his plate at the moment. She needed to know for sure before she talked to him. She’d go to the drugstore and get a pregnancy test. Maybe she could sneak away tomorrow, but if not, it could wait until Monday, when they both went off to work.

			Relieved to have a plan in place, Phoebe looked out the window to her left. They were driving through Waterbury, and in the dying light she could see the old state hospital complex with its giant smokestack, the letters VSH climbing up into the sky.

			She looked over at Sam driving, his hands on the wheel, eyes on the road ahead. There were so many little things about him she loved: the long, almost feminine eyelashes; the way he licked his lips before answering a hard question; how funny his pale legs with their knobby knees looked each summer when he finally got hot enough to take off his jeans and put on swimming trunks. She loved the raised scar above his collarbone that no one could remember the origin of. Sometimes she’d kiss him there, her mouth covering the thin white line, making it disappear.

			What if she was pregnant? Would they keep the baby? Sam had never come right out and said he didn’t want kids, but whenever she brought up the idea, his face clouded over and he quickly changed the subject, or sometimes he nuzzled her neck and said, “But you’re my family, Bee. You’re all I need.”

			And what about her? Could Phoebe really be a mother? It was such an absurd idea that she found it impossible to visualize. But the alternative, the idea of actually having an abortion, scared her too. Her mother had had an abortion once, when Phoebe was in fifth grade. What Phoebe remembered most was her mother finding out she was pregnant. She’d bought a test, gone into the bathroom, and come out pale and shaking. She didn’t look overjoyed, that was for sure. But she didn’t seem shocked or surprised, either. What it looked like to Phoebe was that her mother was frightened. Terrified, actually.

			“Ma,” Phoebe said, “did it say yes?” Phoebe was torn. Part of her secretly wished for a baby brother or sister, but she knew, deep down, wishing to bring a helpless baby into her sorry excuse for a family was just cruel.

			Her mother didn’t speak, went straight for the vodka, drinking until she passed out on the couch. Phoebe went out to cover her with a blanket before going to bed herself. Her mother stirred, squinted up at Phoebe, and said, “You poor thing, you.” Phoebe smiled at her mother, let her raise up her hand with its broken nails and nicotine-stained fingers to stroke Phoebe’s hair. Her mother smiled back, said warmly, with love, “I should have drowned you at birth.”

			Phoebe took a step back, letting her mother’s hand fall back down to the couch.

			Her mother closed her eyes, murmured softly, “That would have saved you.”

			In the morning, she made the appointment and went off to the women’s health clinic in Worcester. Her ma had acted like it was no big deal—like she’d had a rotten tooth pulled at the dentist. Phoebe knew it wouldn’t be like that for her. But shit, she probably wasn’t even pregnant, in which case she was running her brain in frantic circles for no reason at all.

			She closed her eyes, heard her mother’s smooth, low, bourbon-slurred voice in her head: Ain’t no point worrying about what’s been or what’s gonna be. You just gotta do your best right now. And trust everyone else is doing the same.

			Maybe the only smart thing her ma ever told her.

			Most everything else was complete horseshit. Like what she said when Phoebe first told her about the Dark Man.

			“There’s something in my room,” she’d cried, heart pounding, hands sweaty. She was seven years old and they were in the Belcher Street apartment. It was just past midnight and Phoebe had closed her eyes and run from her room, finding her mother in the kitchen. Her ma staggered back against the counter, scrunching her face so that she was looking through one eye and a haze of cigarette smoke.

			“What?” she drawled. Her ma had only lived in North Carolina till she was eight, but sometimes, when she was good and drunk, Phoebe could still hear a southern twang.

			“A man,” she said.

			“And what’s he look like, lovie?”

			“Dark. Like a shadow.”

			Her ma looked startled, then smiled. “Where did he come from, this Dark Man of yours?”

			“Under my bed. There’s a door there.”

			“You’d best figure out a damn good way to keep it closed. Once the Dark Man comes, he’ll be back. And once he gets inside of you . . .” She shivered, turned to pour another drink. “Have a nice big sip of this, lovie. It’s like medicine. It’ll help you sleep.”

			“Sam?”

			He took his eyes off the road and blinked at her.

			“Did you ever think Teilo was real?”

			He shook his head. “Not then. But I do now. I don’t think he was a fairy or anything like that, but I do think there was a guy out there, messing around with my sister.”

			“And Evie, what did she think?”

			“She thought Lisa should stay the hell out of the woods.”

			“Why did you stop talking to Evie?” Phoebe asked. “I mean, it sounds like the two of you were really close as kids.”

			Sam turned to look at her, his face lit by headlights of cars from the southbound lane.

			“Sam,” she said, “we’re in this together. You’ve gotta give me a little to go on here. There are these whole huge chapters of your life I know nothing about.”

			“You’re not exactly an open book,” he said.

			Touché.

			“Okay, I’ll make a deal with you,” Phoebe said. “You start letting me in and I’ll do the same. Shit, I’ll even start.” Her mind went right to the possibility of her being pregnant, then she jerked it away, let it wander, grasping for something else, some big reveal that would help build a bridge between them because a pregnancy might only tear them apart.

			“Okay,” she said, latching on to the next best thing. “You’re always asking about my mom, and the truth is, I haven’t exactly been all that honest. My mom was—well, she was kind of a drunk. Not a well-dressed, martini-drinking socialite kind of drunk, but a drooling, stinking, wake-up-in-your-own-puke kind of drunk. She was a terrible mother. She lied all the time, said horrible things to me, messed with my head. Once I graduated from high school, I got the hell out of there. Didn’t go back for anything. Not even the one time she asked me to. Right before she died. She begged me. Said all kinds of crazy shit, but I wouldn’t go.”

			Sam was silent a minute.

			“Your mom is perfect, Sam. I just look at her and know you came from someplace good. I was scared that if you knew the truth, if you actually knew the kind of person my mom was, the kind of person I was around her, you’d see me differently. I mean, we’re talking about a woman who was such a pathetic drunk that she drowned in her own bathtub with all her clothes on. Shit, they were even on inside out. She couldn’t even get that part right.”

			Phoebe’s chin quivered. She shut her eyes tight, thinking about the details she’d left out: all the weird stuff her mother had in the tub with her—kitchen knives, a cast-iron frying pan, nail clippers, a box of bolts and washers. How the landlord had to break down the door when the water from the overflowing tub began dripping into the apartment below. He found her face-down in the tub, the drain plug in, shower running full blast.

			Sam reached out to put his hand on her arm. “Phoebe, I’m so sorry.”

			“No,” she said. “I don’t want your sympathy or your pity. That’s why I don’t tell people this shit. It is what it is, Sam. Can’t change where you came from, right? Just got to make the best of where you are.”

			Sam nodded. “I would never think of you differently,” he said. “No matter what you told me.”

			What if I told him about the shadow man? Phoebe wondered. What would he think of me then?

			“So now it’s your turn,” she said. “Tell me about that summer. About you and Evie.”

			He nodded and looked forward again. “Everything changed after Lisa disappeared,” he said. “And before. That summer. My mom and Hazel had a big fight. Hazel was taking care of my dad. He’d had this . . . nervous breakdown, I guess, when we were all away in Cape Cod. Anyway, we got back and he’d overdosed. We called 911 and he got his stomach pumped and was okay. Sort of. He wasn’t talking or . . . acting normally, but he was alive.” Sam bit his lower lip and took in a breath before continuing. “When he got out of the hospital, we brought him home and Hazel was looking after him—she was a nurse, so it made sense. It’s not like she didn’t know he was at risk for suicide—I mean, he’d tried before, right? His medicine was supposed to be locked up. It was always locked up. But somehow, one night, just before Lisa disappeared, it wasn’t. And he found it and took everything there. He didn’t pull through. My mom blamed Hazel.”

			“Did you?”

			Phoebe had rarely talked about her mother, and Sam was the same way with his dad. Phoebe knew almost nothing about David Nazzaro, and the little bits she had gleaned came from Sam’s mother, not from Sam. She knew that Sam’s dad was a potter and that he’d struggled with bipolar disorder for years. She also knew that young Sam worshipped his dad and would spend hours in his workshop, just watching his father work, studying him really. “I would catch Sammy looking at his dad sometimes and think, ‘There he goes again, trying to solve the riddle of Dave,’ ” Phyllis had told her.

			“Nah,” Sam said. “I didn’t see it that way. But we didn’t see much of Hazel and Evie after that. I guess I should have been sad, but I wasn’t really. Evie betrayed Lisa big time. She told people about the fairies. Shit, she even showed Lisa’s fairy book to all the neighborhood kids. I guess that was the last straw. Lisa stopped speaking to her. I used to think that if Evie hadn’t done that, then maybe Lisa wouldn’t have gone off to the woods that night. She and Lisa were so close. It was like she lost her biggest ally. And her dad had just taken a shitload of pills and it was pretty obvious he wasn’t going to survive. Who wouldn’t want to leave all that behind?

			“You know what I used to think?” Sam asked, white-knuckling the steering wheel, digging into it with his thumbnails. “That Lisa had it easy. She got to be the one to disappear. She didn’t have to say good-bye to Dad or go to the funeral or deal with things after. She got to just slip away, and I was jealous. That’s totally fucked up, right?” He looked over at Phoebe, then quickly back at the road. She reached over and stroked his arm.

			“No,” she said. “Not at all. I would have felt the exact same way.”

			The address Hazel had given Sam was a basement apartment on Loomis Street, not far from the university. There was a teetering stack of pizza boxes outside the door that led down the stairs.

			“This is the place?” Phoebe asked, thinking maybe they’d found a frat house. She remembered the tattoo on Elliot’s leg—not a Greek letter but the symbol of Teilo.

			“Are you sure?” Sam had asked when she told him about the tattoo.

			Phoebe nodded. “Positive.”

			Whatever was going on, Evie and this guy Elliot were deeply involved.

			“This is the place,” Sam said, ringing the bell.

			They hadn’t discussed what they’d do when they found Evie, which suddenly seemed like bad planning. Shouldn’t they have rehearsed some lines? Decided on a good-cop bad-cop kind of interrogation technique to break her down, get her to tell them what the hell was going on?

			They heard someone coming up the steps, then the curtain in the windowed door was pulled aside and a gaunt-faced woman with bruised-looking circles under her eyes glared out at them. Her shoulder-length dark hair was coming out of its loose ponytail, the bangs falling across her face.

			“What do you want?” she shouted through the door. Her lips were so raw and chapped that they were bleeding.

			“I’m looking for Evie,” Sam shouted back. “I’m her cousin, Sam.”

			The woman squinted at them, chewed on a fingernail a minute, considering, then opened the door. She turned her back and headed down the poorly lit stairway before they could say anything more. Sam shrugged at Phoebe and they went in. At the bottom of the stairs, they followed the pale ghost of a woman through another door, which brought them into a living room.

			The apartment they found themselves in was small and dark and smelled of mildew and body odor. There were a few narrow rectangular windows that would have given a street-level view, had you been able to look out. They were covered in heavy red cloth that had been stapled over.

			The furniture was beat up, the rug stained and worn through in places. There was another stack of pizza boxes by the lower door. Along the ceiling of the living room ran a heavy white PVC drainpipe. Someone in an upstairs apartment flushed a toilet, and water ran through the pipe over their heads. Sam looked up nervously.

			“I hope it never leaks,” he said.

			The woman smiled and sat down in a threadbare upholstered chair. She was average height, underweight in a drug-addict or terminally-ill-person kind of way. She wore a tight-fitting white tank top that accentuated her protruding collarbones and a pair of ripped and faded jeans. Her feet were bare, the nails painted with sparkly blue polish. Around her neck was a chain that looked like something you’d get at a hardware store for pulling a light on with. Dangling from it was an old silver skeleton key.

			She had the darkest eyes Phoebe had ever seen.

			“So is Evie around?” asked Sam.

			The skinny woman laughed, gnawed on an already short fingernail, spit the piece she bit off out on the carpet. “Don’t you recognize your own cousin, Sammy?” she asked with a little wheeze. “Did you get a phone call too? Is that why you’re here?” Her voice was husky, deeper than Phoebe would have imagined.

			Sam just stared at the woman in the chair, blinking like he’d just come out of a dark place into a light one.

			“You’re Evie?” Phoebe asked.

			“Who were you expecting?” she asked.

			“Can you prove it?” Phoebe asked.

			“Bee . . .” said Sam.

			Evie laughed a wheezing laugh that launched her into a coughing fit. Once she recovered, she reached into her back pocket and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. She lit one, blowing smoke out at them. Then she reached back again into her other pocket and produced a small cloth wallet this time. She shuffled through some cards until she came to a Vermont driver’s license, which she handed over to Sam. “My name is Eve Katherine O’Toole. Mother’s name is Hazel. The last time I saw you, Sammy, you were wearing your favorite shirt: the Superman T-shirt. You’d been in it for days, but no one minded. I remember keeping my eyes on that big red S out the rear windshield of the car, watching it, and you, get smaller and smaller as my mother drove me away.” She studied her ragged nails, then took another drag of her cigarette.

			“It’s her,” Sam said. “This is Evie.”

			“Then who was the other Evie?” asked Phoebe, snapping back from her own memory of Sam in his Superman shirt staring down at her from his bedroom window.

			“Other Evie?” asked the woman in the chair. “Jesus Christ, like one of us isn’t enough.”

			“She knew things too,” Phoebe said. “She knew about the charm bracelet.”

			“Lisa’s charm bracelet?” this new, skinny Evie asked. “What about it?”

			“Do you remember where she got it?” Sam asked.

			“Of course I remember.” Evie looked disgusted. “She got it for her birthday early that summer. Your mom gave it to her when we were all in Cape Cod for Memorial Day weekend. It had her name on it. Then the next day, we went to this little tourist shack along the waterfront and she picked out the second charm, a starfish. You and I bought eye patches and plastic swords and spent the rest of the trip sword fighting and looking for treasure to bury. We even had secret pirate names. Mine was Captain Evil—I can’t remember yours. Something Sammy or Sammy Something. You weren’t terribly creative.”

			Sam looked at Phoebe, nodded, and shrugged. “It’s her.”

			“Okay,” Phoebe said. “So if this is Evie, then who the hell was the other woman? And what about Elliot?”

			“Elliot?” Evie asked, looking down to crush out her half-finished cigarette.

			“Do you know an Elliot?” Sam asked.

			“Jesus. I did. I used to date a guy named Elliot. We were kind of engaged.”

			This was more like it, thought Phoebe. A clue. Elliot was Evie’s ex—that was how the impostor knew so much about the real Evie. The pieces were falling into place.

			“Do you know where we can find him?” Phoebe asked, suddenly feeling like a clever cop on one of those late-night TV shows she seldom watched. She even reached into her pocket to pull out her notebook so she could jot down any leads. ELLIOT, she wrote.

			Evie looked away. “You can’t. He’s dead.”

			Now, on top of missing girls, fairies, and changelings, they had ghosts to contend with. DEAD? she wrote.

			“You’re sure?” Sam asked.

			“Yes, I’m fucking sure,” Evie said. “I was driving the car when we had the accident.”

			They drank Mountain Dew—Evie had cases of the stuff—and ordered pizza while Evie told them about her own life in bits and pieces. As she spoke, Phoebe looked from Evie to Sam, seeing one resemblance after another: the dark hair with slight widow’s peak, the delicate nose—even their lips were similar. There was no doubt they were related.

			Evie told them she’d been an art major in college and was about to have her first big show in a gallery when she and Elliot were in an accident coming back from dinner one night.

			“It was late. Maybe I’d had a little too much to drink. Elliot definitely had—that’s why I was driving. This deer jumped out into the middle of the road, right in our path, this big old buck—rack of horns as wide as my car. I didn’t have time to stop. I swerved, just instinct, you know? We hit a tree.”

			She bit at a fingernail, working the chewed-off piece around in her mouth for a few seconds before spitting it out. “The passenger side of the car was crushed. The front seat was pushed all the way to the back. I looked over and all I could see were his feet. He had these new black Frye biker boots. But they were all covered in blood and little fragments of glass. I remember thinking how pissed he’d be, his new boots all messed up like that. It’s funny the things you think of.”

			Evie closed her eyes. “Funny,” she mumbled, pushing her thumbs into the upper part of her eye sockets and rubbing hard.

			When she opened her eyes, they were red and wet, looking nearly as raw as her lips and cuticles.

			“Then I looked out the busted windshield and there, right next to us, was the damn deer. Watching. Totally unhurt. He took off into the woods, his white tail flying out behind him like this big old flag.

			“I never did have that art opening. I stopped painting after that. Wound up in the hospital a few times, lost our loft because I couldn’t keep up with the rent, blah blah. I moved into this little palace.”

			Now, she explained, she lived on disability checks and only left the apartment once a week, when she took a cab (always the same driver, she said) to therapy appointments.

			“Agoraphobia,” she told them with a raspy sigh. “You read about it and think it’s made up—how scary can stepping out your front door really be?—but then little by little, you become the pathetic person in the story and you have to pay some kid to take your trash out and buy your toilet paper.”

			Phoebe nodded understandingly, overcome with pity. She tried to imagine Evie cleaned up, a few pounds on her. She was a natural beauty, really: dark eyes and red pouty lips.

			“So you don’t draw, paint, anything now?” Phoebe asked.

			Evie shook her head, played with the metal key on her necklace.

			“You know,” Evie said, looking up at Sam. “This may sound strange, but I think my life turned out the way it did because of what I did all those years ago. That summer.”

			“What do you mean?” asked Sam.

			“I betrayed Teilo. The fairies were supposed to be our secret. I knew that. Christ, Lisa made us swear not to tell a soul. But I was the one who showed people the book. And then, a week later . . .”

			She didn’t finish the sentence. Didn’t need to.

			A week later, Lisa was gone.

			“You said something about a phone call?” Sam said.

			Evie nodded. “About a week ago. I thought it was a little girl at first. She was talking so quietly, just a whisper.”

			“What’d she say?”

			“She said, ‘I’m back from the land of the fairies. I’ll be seeing you soon.’ Then she hung up.”

			“Lisa,” Phoebe said.

			“It just doesn’t seem possible,” Evie said. “But who would play a joke like that?”

			Sam and Phoebe exchanged a glance.

			“So now it’s your turn,” Evie said. “Tell me about this other Evie. Tell me what made you look me up after all these years.”

			And so, over pepperoni pizza (Phoebe was feeling nauseous again, so she nibbled tentatively at the crust, claiming that she was too anxious to be hungry) and Mountain Dew, Sam and Phoebe told their story, beginning with the call last week from the woman claiming to be Sam’s cousin and ending with the knock on Evie’s basement apartment door an hour ago. Evie nodded, asked the occasional question, but mostly just listened until they were through.

			“So they got the fairy book?” she asked.

			“Yeah, and everything else we brought. Clothes, Phoebe’s purse, our digital camera, which had some pictures of this other Evie and Elliot on it—pretty much the only proof we had that they even existed.”

			“But nothing was taken from your house?”

			“Not that we noticed,” Sam said.

			“He’s a tricky bastard, isn’t he?” Evie asked. Her face, Phoebe decided, was catlike. The high cheekbones, the pointed chin and large eyes.

			Sam shuffled his feet, looked down at them.

			“Who?” Phoebe asked.

			“Teilo,” Evie said with a wheezy sigh. She shook another cigarette from her pack. “I don’t know what he’s up to, but I wouldn’t put anything past him. Be careful. That’s my only advice.”

			Phoebe shook her head. “You’re not saying he’s a real person?”

			Evie lit the cigarette, shook out the match with trembling fingers. “Real, yes. A person? No. He’s way more than that. With Teilo, the regular rules don’t apply. And nothing is as it seems. So far he’s just playing with you. But when he gets serious, you’ll know.”

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 12

			Lisa

			JUNE 8, FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

			“They crept silently back down to Reliance before breakfast the next morning. The yard and woods were wet with dew, soaking their shoes. Songbirds called out their good mornings from hidden perches high up in the treetops. Evie had spoken very little since she showed up at dinner the night before. She was still in her fatigue shorts and Harley shirt, but they were dry. When Lisa asked where she’d been all afternoon, Evie only shrugged and said, “Around.” They didn’t talk about what had happened down at the whirlpool. Lisa wanted to, thinking that maybe if she could somehow make a joke about it, then everything would be okay. But this felt too big for any stupid joke and the right words didn’t come. All she could think of to say was I’m so sorry, but she was sure that would just make everything worse. The best thing to do was pretend it hadn’t happened and never mention it again.

			“What the . . .” Sammy said as he peered down from the edge of the cellar hole. Evie gave a very un-Evie-like girlish gasp.

			The chipped china saucer was empty, the glass of Orange Crush drained. And there, beside it on the saucer, was a penny, polished to a shine.

			Lisa was sure her heart would explode. She jumped down into the hole and the others followed.

			She picked up the copper coin and saw it was an old one, a wheat penny from 1918 with a tiny hole drilled through the top.

			“Give it,” Evie said, reaching for the coin. Lisa handed it over. Evie brought it close to her face, stuck her tongue out, touched the tip of it against the bright penny.

			“What on earth are you doing?” Sammy asked.

			“Using all of my senses,” Evie explained. Sam rolled his eyes.

			Lisa was sorry she’d let them come. It felt all wrong, them being down in the cellar hole with her. The gift was meant for her—she was the one who believed, right?—and if they made fun of it, the fairies might not come again.

			“Will you guys quit it?” Lisa asked. She looked up at the trees, wondering if they were being watched. A blue jay gave a scolding cry. A squirrel chattered.

			Suddenly the woods seemed full of spies.

			“It’s an amazingly wonderful gift,” Lisa said, her voice as loud as she could make it without shouting.

			“I wonder what the hole’s for?” Sammy asked, grabbing the penny from Evie, who was holding it up to her ear, listening.

			“Mental case,” Sammy said.

			“Hey,” Lisa warned, giving him her most evil look. Evie had suffered enough yesterday. She didn’t need any additional ribbing today.

			“I meant it in a good way,” Sam said. “All the best people are a little mental, right? Even Einstein.” He gave a timid little back-pedaling shrug.

			“Wait a sec,” said Evie, snatching the penny back from Sam. Her fingers looked thick and clumsy as they held the bright coin. Her nails were chewed to the quick, the cuticles raw. “Look at the year: 1918. Isn’t that when the whole town of Reliance disappeared?”

			Lisa nodded. “Everyone except for Great-grandpa Eugene.”

			Sometimes I see him in each of you.

			“That can’t be a coincidence. Wait till we tell your mom!” Evie said. “And maybe my mom will finally believe us if we bring back proof.”

			Lisa took the penny back, closing her hand tightly around it. “No. We can’t tell anyone. This is something special, just for us. What happens here stays a secret. Okay?”

			Evie stared at her a second, her brow furrowed.

			“Evie,” Lisa said in a pleading tone.

			At last Evie gave a tentative nod.

			Sam was going to be a little harder to convince.

			“I mean it, Sammy,” Lisa said. “Say there are fairies. The last thing they’d want is for us to bring the whole damn world down here. Then they’d go away for sure. Let’s just wait and see what happens before we say anything to anyone. Think of it as a scientific experiment. A top-secret one. You can use the scientific method to try to explain it—come up with a hypothesis, collect data, all that.”

			He scowled a little, then grumbled, “Okay. But I don’t think it’s fairies.”

			“Well, what is it then?” Lisa asked.

			“My current hypothesis,” Sam said, smirking, “is that you’ve got a secret admirer.”

			Evie stiffened, jutted out her lower jaw in a bulldog-like way.

			Lisa laughed. “Well, there’s only one way to find out for sure, right? Tonight, I’m going to come down here on my own. I’ll bring another plate of sweets and sit and watch.”

			“But we’ve gotta come with you!” Evie said.

			“Yeah,” Sam agreed. “How am I supposed to gather data to support my theory unless you let us come with you?”

			Lisa shook her head. “We don’t want to scare them off.”

			“I don’t like it,” Evie said. “We don’t know who or what we’re dealing with. They could be dangerous.”

			“No,” Lisa argued, “if they meant any harm, they wouldn’t have left this.” She held the penny up, watched the way it caught the morning light, a tiny copper sun of its own.

			“What ya got there?”

			Lisa jumped, shoved the penny into the pockets of her cutoffs like she was hiding evidence. She turned. Gerald and Pinkie were coming up to the edge of the cellar hole. Go away! Lisa screamed inside her head.

			Gerald was all in camouflage and Becca had on a pair of pastel pink overalls and a long-sleeved pink turtleneck, which seemed crazy considering how warm it was.

			Sammy leaned over and whispered, “Remember my hypothesis? This just backs it up. He wanted to see you find it.”

			Lisa took a step away from Sammy. She looked over at Evie whose eyes were blazing. Evie was breathing fast, her chest making funny accordion sounds. Lisa had to send Gerald and Pinkie away quickly before things got out of hand.

			“I said what ya got?” Gerald called down, peering at them from over the top of his dark glasses. He was right at the edge of the cellar hole now, hands deep in his pockets, jittery, rocking back and forth and rattling his spare change.

			“Nothing,” Lisa said. She blinked her eyes hard, like maybe she could wish them away. But when she opened her eyes, they were still there. Damn. So much for wishing. She’d have to think of some other more mundane way to make them get lost. But she had to do it tactfully. She didn’t want to make them suspicious.

			“What are you guys doing out here so early?” Sam asked.

			“Nothing. Just out walking. Getting some air. Doing a little bird watching maybe.”

			“Bird watching?” Lisa raised her eyebrows skeptically. “What, are you an expert on hermit thrushes and warblers all of a sudden?”

			Gerald smiled. “No, but it’s never too late to learn, right?” He whistled in a birdlike way, looking up at the trees.

			“Were you out here last night? Did you leave a little something behind?” Sam asked.

			Idiot! Did he really think Gerald left the penny? She shot Sam a shut-up-or-else look but doubted it would do any good.

			“Why are you all bundled up, Pinkie?” Lisa asked, changing the subject as fast as possible. “Expecting snow?”

			“She’s allergic to mosquito bites,” Gerald said. “Can’t seem to stop scratching, so Mom covered her in calamine and long sleeves. Good thing we don’t live where the mosquitoes carry yellow fever or malaria. You’d be a goner for sure,” he said, giving Pinkie a wink. “Show them, Bec. Show them what those nasty buggies did to your arms.”

			Pinkie rolled up her left sleeve to show that her arms were painted pink and underneath were oozing red welts.

			“Gross,” Evie said.

			Sammy nodded. “Mosquitoes are bad this year because we had a such a wet spring.” Pinkie smiled at him stupidly.

			Good grief. Did freaky Pinkie have a crush on Sam?

			“So what was it?” Gerald said to Lisa.

			“Huh?” Lisa said.

			“I saw something shiny in your hand.”

			Pinkie nodded her head, shaking her pale white hair; made a funny little smacking sound in agreement. There was something unpleasantly grublike about her.

			“It was nothing,” Lisa said, reaching into her pocket. “Just my house key.” The doors at their house were never locked. Lisa had never carried a house key. She hoped Gerald wouldn’t ask to see it.

			Gerald looked down at her, shook his head, and adjusted his glasses. “Right, Lisa. Riiiiight.” His voice was a whining buzz, not all that dissimilar from the sound a mosquito makes. “The thing is, you’re a real crappy liar. So I’ve gotta ask myself, ‘Why wouldn’t she tell the truth? What could your good friend Lisa be hiding from you?’ So what is it, Lisa? Did Stevie give you a sweetheart ring or something? You and Cousin It going out now?”

			Evie moved faster than Lisa would have believed possible, her breath quick and rhythmic, like a train. She grabbed Gerald’s left ankle and yanked. He tottered forward, arms pinwheeling as he tried to right himself, then went down into the hole. The fall itself happened in slow motion; it seemed like he hung in the air for ages, flapping his arms helplessly, trying to fight gravity. He landed with a screaming crash right at Lisa’s feet.

			But the worst noise, by far, was the sound Pinkie made: the high-pitched squeal of a pig having its throat slit.

			“Bitch!” Gerald bellowed. “I’ll get you for this, you goddamn freak of nature!” He was lying on his side in the dirt, gritting his teeth and panting. Evie was over him, her right hand resting on the sheathed knife hanging from her belt. She unsnapped the leather strap that held the knife’s handle in place.

			Lisa gently but firmly pulled Evie out of the way. “Enough,” she warned Evie, then reached to help Gerald up.

			“Get the hell away from me!” he spat. He sat up and she saw his eyes were full of tears. He was cradling his left arm as he stood, and it seemed to be bent up at an awkward angle, like he had a second elbow halfway down his forearm.

			Lisa’s heart began to beat hard and her mouth tasted like metal. This was not good. Evie was going to be in big trouble.

			“Becca, give me a hand here,” Gerald said.

			Pinkie reached a pink-sleeved arm down, and Gerald grabbed hold with his right hand and squirmed his way up and out of the hole, teeth gritted and making horrible sounds anytime his left arm moved.

			“Name’s Evie, asshole,” Evie said, the knife out of the sheath and in her hand, the blade glimmering.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 13

			Phoebe

			JUNE 7, PRESENT DAY

			Tofu mushroom stroganoff. Was there anything more grotesque or stomach-turning on the face of the earth? Chunks of pale tofu and slimy, overcooked mushrooms in a gray milky sauce, served over egg noodles. It was a meal that clearly belonged in a health-conscious convalescent home, school cafeteria, or prison. But to Phyllis, it was good old-fashioned home cooking, vegetarian style.

			Sam’s mother seemed to have cookbooks full of these hardy vegetarian recipes: stews, dumplings, and casseroles laden with tofu, tempeh, and the much-dreaded seitan. Thick, bland soups served with whole-grain biscuits dense enough to be used as doorstops. Stick-to-your-ribs meatless meals that somehow went with the old-fashioned fifties look of the kitchen—the white metal cabinets, cherry wallpaper, faded yellow countertops, and vintage table with a red Formica top and chrome legs. “My mom’s not big on change,” Sam had explained.

			“Not hungry, dear?” Phyllis asked.

			“I’m afraid not. It’s delicious, though.” Phoebe gave her a warm, thankful, yummy-in-my-tummy smile.

			Sam kicked Phoebe under the table.

			She stabbed a wide egg noodle dripping with gray goo, forced it into her mouth, and tried to chew without tasting.

			“Are you coming down with something, Bee?” Phyllis asked. “You’re awfully pale.”

			“Could be,” Phoebe said, setting down her fork, wiping her damp forehead with the back of her hand (was it horribly hot in here?). “There’s something going around at work.”

			It was a lie, but it got an understanding nod from Phyllis, who mercifully removed her plate.

			Sam rolled his eyes at Phoebe when his mother wasn’t looking.

			Phoebe hoped her inability to clean her plate wouldn’t mean Phyllis assumed she was too ill for the Vanilla Heath Bar Crunch and Cherry Garcia she and Sam had brought.

			“Let me help you with the dishes,” Phoebe offered, but Phyllis refused. Did the woman think that because Phoebe couldn’t cook she was useless as a dishwasher too?

			She loved Phyllis, but Sam’s mom definitely brought out all of Phoebe’s insecurities and paranoia. Sometimes it was exhausting to be around her—trying so hard, smiling so much. She wished she could just have an oh-well-screw-her-if-she-doesn’t-like-me attitude, which she did with most people, but Sam’s mom mattered. Growing up with such a shitty mother had led Phoebe to have all these secret fantasies, where she ran away and was adopted into a normal family with a mother who was a mixture of all those perfect classic TV moms: Mrs. Brady, Mrs. Cunningham from Happy Days, Beaver’s mom. Moms who cooked casseroles. Phyllis was all of that and more.

			“I’m just going to put them in the sink,” Phyllis said. “They can wait. Let’s head into the living room, shall we?”

			They followed Sam’s mom out of the cheery, stuck-in-time kitchen and into the front room with the furniture that Sam claimed hadn’t been changed since he’d been alive. It had survived the years well. Whatever stains there might have been were now artfully covered by pillows, throws, and doilies. The room smelled of the sweet potpourri Phyllis kept in jars. There was a brick hearth, where they lit a fire each Thanksgiving and Christmas, and a mantel covered in framed family photos: Sam’s mother and aunt as young girls; Sam’s stern-faced great-grandfather who’d built the house. There was the snapshot of young Sam and Lisa that Phoebe had noticed on her first visit to the home years ago. Phyllis had caught her looking and said, “Sam had a sister. We lost her.” And Phoebe had pretended that she had no idea, that she had only a vague memory of hearing the story on the news.

			Everything about the room, about the whole house in fact, screamed home to Phoebe. Not that she was much of a judge.

			Phoebe had been brought up in a string of dingy rent-controlled apartments by her single mom, whose idea of a homey touch was a bottle of Lysol that she sprayed now and then to cover up the smell of cigarettes, pot, and general filth and decay. A happy homemaker she was not. The only stroganoff she ever made was with Hamburger Helper, and even that required too much cooking. She was more a SpaghettiOs from the can with Yoo-hoo to drink kind of mom.

			Phoebe’s friends thought her mom was so cool. Phoebe got to come and go as she pleased, have chocolate cake and Pepsi for breakfast, have her very own cigarette or toke of a joint anytime she wanted. “Your mom is the best!” her friends would squeal when they met up at her place after school to get high. “She’s like one of us.”

			“We’re diamonds in the rough, you and me,” her mom used say. But Phoebe thought they were more like fool’s gold.

			Phyllis plopped herself down on the couch next to Phoebe and straightened an embroidered runner on the coffee table. Phyllis was a well-kempt woman in her fifties. She had chin-length gray hair and wore loose linen clothing and Birkenstocks with bright, hand-knit socks. She worked for a nonprofit environmental group raising money, lobbying lawmakers. She’d even been arrested twice: for protesting at an antinuclear event and when she and a group chained themselves to a logging truck trying to stop a clear-cutting operation. When Sam was growing up, his mom would go away on trips to demonstrations down in Washington and he’d be left with the next-door neighbor—a sweet old woman named Mrs. August, whose house smelled like gingerbread and mothballs. After Lisa disappeared, the trips increased. Phyllis threw herself into her work, figuring that if she couldn’t save her daughter, she would do her best to save the world from the nukes and chemical plants and people who were, in her words, “raping Mother Earth.”

			It broke Phoebe’s heart to think of Sam and his mother rattling around in the house after Lisa disappeared and Sam’s dad died. Phyllis kept Lisa’s room just the way it was.

			“It was creepy, really,” Sam told Phoebe. “To go walking in there later when I was in high school and have everything the same. I was growing up and Lisa was stuck in limbo—a ghost girl haunting her old room, with unicorns on the walls and stuffed animals on the bed.”

			But Phoebe understood. Phyllis was still waiting for Lisa to come back. And if she did, she wanted things to be just the way Lisa remembered.

			“Did you reach Hazel?” Phyllis asked Sam.

			“Yeah, I did. Thanks,” Sam said, looking away. But Phoebe knew Phyllis wouldn’t let it go that easy. Sam asks for his aunt’s number after fifteen years of not speaking with her and that’s not supposed to arouse curiosity.

			“How is she?” Phyllis asked, wincing a little, as though asking the question had pained her in some way.

			Phoebe glanced over at the girlhood photo of Phyllis and Hazel, both with their hair in pigtails, smiling impishly into the camera. There were no photos of Hazel as an adult anywhere in the house. She, like Lisa, was somehow frozen in time here.

			“Okay, I guess. Working in a nursing home. I actually called her because I wanted to get in touch with Evie.”

			Sam’s mother sat up straight, peered at Sam over the top of her small rectangular glasses, which she kept on a chain around her neck. “Evie?” She said it like the name was an unfamiliar one to her: Evie? Who on earth is Evie?

			Sam cleared his throat. “Yeah. I thought maybe it was time to do some catching up.”

			Phyllis stared at him. “And did you?”

			“Yeah. We did. Phoebe and I had dinner with her. She lives up in Burlington.”

			Phoebe remembered the pizza and Mountain Dew. Not exactly the white tablecloth dinner Phyllis was probably imagining.

			“Is she married?” Phyllis asked. “Any kids?”

			Sam shook his head.

			“A shame,” Phyllis said. “I don’t know what it is with you young people. I married your father when I was nineteen.”

			Sam nodded. Hung his head. He knew where this was going. It was inevitable that she’d bring it up each time they visited.

			“Is it so wrong to want to see your children happy? To want grandchildren? Actual children, I mean—not just a snake, a hedgehog, and a couple of rats.”

			Phoebe bit her lip. She’d been with Sam all day and hadn’t had a chance to sneak off to buy a pregnancy test. She’d get one on the way to work tomorrow, do it as soon as she got there. The test would show that she wasn’t pregnant, and the worrying would all be over. Hell, maybe she’d get her period tonight and not even need to waste money on the test.

			Sam sat up straight, rubbed his hand over his face. “No, Mom. It’s not wrong. And I am happy. Bee and I are very happy with things just the way they are.”

			Phoebe smiled, reached out to take Sam’s hand.

			Phyllis nodded, frowning. Phoebe understood, even felt bad for her. Sam was her one remaining child—her only shot at grandchildren—and so far, he’d shown no interest in producing any. But in truth, they were happy. And this idea that a couple could only be complete and know true happiness by squeezing out a couple of kids just pissed Phoebe off.

			“Oh, Phoebe,” Phyllis said. “There’s something I thought you’d be interested in. Something I’d like your help with.”

			Excellent. She was changing the subject. This got them off the when-are-you-going-to-settle-down-and-get-married-and-start-pumping-out-babies hook. For now anyway.

			Phyllis reached into the pocket of her pants and pulled out a small drawstring bag.

			“After you found that fairy book up in the attic last week, I went up and took another look around in there. I sat for a while, remembering how Lisa used to spend hours up there, playing.”

			Sam nodded, looked away.

			“Anyway,” Phyllis continued, “I found this shoved back between the joists, tucked under the insulation at the very edge.”

			Sam leaned forward, frowning. But his mother handed the bag to Phoebe, not to him, as if she was suddenly more worthy of her trust than her own son was. Phoebe took it, opened it slowly, and peered in.

			“Teeth,” Phyllis said. “From a large animal. Must have been some treasure of Lisa’s. I was hoping maybe, with your work at the clinic, you might have some idea of what animal they’re from.”

			Phoebe pulled one out. It was brownish yellow. Large. The tooth felt strangely heavy in her hand.

			Sam peered at the tooth with a look of revulsion.

			“I don’t know,” Phoebe admitted, dropping it back into the bag, wiping her hand on her jeans. “But Dr. Ostrum or Franny might. I can bring the bag in to work and ask.”

			“That would be great,” Phyllis said. “I’d appreciate it. I know it doesn’t really matter, won’t help with anything, but I’m curious.”

			Phoebe took the bag of teeth, held it tight in her hand.

			“Have you done anything with the fairy book?” Phyllis asked.

			“No,” Sam lied. “Not yet.”

			“It should probably go to the police. It is evidence, after all. I have the names of the two detectives we dealt with if that’ll help. I don’t even know if they’re still around anymore, but it would be a starting place.”

			“Sure,” Sam said. “If you could write them down, that would be great.”

			Phyllis excused herself. Phoebe flashed Sam a what-are-we-supposed-to-do-now look. Sam shrugged. Whispered, “We can’t exactly tell her it was stolen, can we?”

			“No,” Phoebe agreed. “But we can’t keep lying to her forever.”

			“Not forever,” Sam said. “We’ll hold off until we have some idea of what’s actually going on.”

			Phoebe nodded, clutched the strange little bag of teeth, and wondered if they’d ever be able to make sense of any of it.

			“They were his first gift, I think,” Sam said, nodding at the bag in her hand.

			“What?”

			“The teeth. Lisa woke up one morning and found them on her pillow. We thought she was tricking us, that she put the teeth there herself. But now I think the son-of-a-bitch actually came into the house while we were all sleeping and left them on her pillow. Can you imagine? Who would take a chance like that?”

			Someone who knew he wouldn’t be caught, Phoebe thought as she shook the bag, rattling the teeth like dice.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 14

			Lisa

			JUNE 8, FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

			Lisa had been thinking about it and had decided that maybe all of the tests she’d given herself over the years—holding her breath until she turned blue, making herself face angry dogs, touching bloody meat—maybe all of this was just training. It was a way to teach herself to not let fear get in the way. Preparing her to one day go into the woods and meet the fairies, no matter what might happen.

			“Tell more of the story,” Evie begged, licking her lips like she was hungry. “About the sisters. They’d just left the castle, right?”

			She was trying to distract Lisa, to make her forget about going alone into the woods. The very woods Lisa had just caught Evie coming out of, which was its own weird mystery. Evie had snuck off on her own after dinner, and an hour and a half later Lisa spotted her stepping into the yard from the woods. Lisa wondered if Evie was starting to believe and was looking for the fairies herself.

			“What are you doing?” Lisa had asked.

			“Nothing,” Evie said, not looking her in the eye. “Come on, it’s freezing out here. Let’s go in.”

			Now they were back in Lisa’s room, getting sweatshirts because the night had grown cool. Once Evie had on her baggy gray pullover, she grabbed her sketchbook and flipped open to a drawing she’d been working on for the past two days—the cellar hole with the foxglove in the corner. Only in Evie’s rendition each flower had a horrible skeleton face at the end.

			“Okay,” Lisa said. “But only if you tell me what you were just doing in the woods.”

			Evie gave a frustrated sigh. “Scoping it out. You know, making sure it looked safe.” She scribbled hard, shading in the bottom of the cellar hole.

			Lisa nodded, but somehow she knew Evie wasn’t telling the truth. She couldn’t believe Evie would lie to her. But then again, she couldn’t believe Evie had hurt Gerald so badly either. Over and over, Lisa had replayed the way Evie had stood over his crumpled body, taking out her knife. What would have happened if Lisa hadn’t stopped her? How far would she have gone? Lisa shivered. It was up to her to keep Evie under control, to make sure she didn’t hurt anyone again. But now she was worried that somehow she might be losing her influence over Evie.

			“Come on, Lisa, the story!” Evie said.

			“Okay already. They were on horseback, remember?” She touched the teeth in her pocket, remembering her strange dream.

			“Yes,” Evie said, setting down the sketchbook and closing her eyes. “Riding fast through the woods.” She reached under her shirt and pulled out the key, holding it tight.

			“Away from the dark, cursed castle,” Lisa said. “They rode all night. And then they came to a river. It was deep and wide. They looked for an easy way across but couldn’t find one. Then a frog hopped out of the water and spoke. He said, ‘If you can answer my riddle, sisters, I’ll get you across.’

			“‘Very well,’ answered the dark sister.

			“‘What holds water but is full of holes?’ asked the frog, smiling slyly.

			“The pale sister moaned. ‘Cursed frog. It’s impossible. Nothing with holes can hold water.’

			“But the other sister said, ‘Not so fast. It’s a sponge. A sponge holds water and is full of holes.’

			“And so the frog hopped along the shore to a little grove of trees where he showed the sisters a hidden boat.”

			“A sponge!” Evie exclaimed. “You’re the most clever storyteller in the history of the planet!”

			Lisa smiled. “I’ll tell you more later. I’ve gotta get down to Reliance.”

			They headed out to the yard, where Sammy was waiting. “You still going down there?” he asked, peering apprehensively into the dark woods.

			Lisa nodded.

			“Take this,” Evie said, pressing her sheathed hunting knife into Lisa’s hand. It was heavier than Lisa expected.

			“No,” Lisa said, handing the knife back. “I don’t want to scare them. And remember what my mom said? About how they don’t like iron? So probably they don’t like knives and stuff.”

			“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Evie said, looking uncharacteristically nervous. “I don’t think you should go. Not on your own.”

			“Don’t worry,” Lisa said. “Besides, you just checked it out yourself, right? Made sure there were no booby traps or an angry army of little green men waiting to tie me up and steal me away?”

			Evie snorted, rolled her eyes.

			“What if Gerald and Becca come back?” Sam said. “I think they’re the only thing you might have to worry about down there.”

			“It’s not me they’re pissed at,” Lisa said, looking at Evie. “And Evie’s got the knife.”

			“We’ll be here in the yard waiting,” Evie said. “Any trouble, you yell as loud as you can. We’ll hear you.” She and Sammy had their sleeping bags out. Lisa’s was beside them, an empty chrysalis.

			Lisa slowly made her way down the hill and stepped over the brook, wondering if there’d be a frog waiting to ask her a riddle, and across to Reliance. The moonlight cast shadows of the trees with their leaves blowing—they looked like shaggy monsters writhing on the forest floor. Suddenly the whole landscape reminded her of one of Evie’s drawings.

			Fighting the growing urge to run, she walked up to the edge of the cellar hole, sure she heard footsteps behind her. She held her breath, listening.

			“Sam? Evie?” she called.

			Silence.

			She was sweating in spite of the cool breeze.

			“If you two are following me, I’ll wring your necks. Skin you with Evie’s knife.”

			In the fairy tales, the girl gets nothing unless she takes a chance.

			Carrying the plate of treats, Lisa carefully lowered herself down, landing in roughly the same place Gerald fell. She thought of the awkward angle of his arm when he got up.

			“I hope he’s okay,” she said out loud. And she did. He was just a dork who had found someone even lower on the social food chain than him and couldn’t resist taking advantage. He shouldn’t have said those awful things to Evie, but he didn’t deserve a broken arm.

			In the corner of the old cellar hole, next to the foxglove, Lisa placed the plate with a glass of Orange Crush, a couple of cherry Life Savers, an unwrapped Devil Dog. She could barely see the rough shapes in the dark—sweet, shadowy offerings.

			Lisa crab-crawled backward across the dirt floor, keeping her eyes on the treats. Then she settled herself against the rough stone wall across from the plate, looked up at what little she could see of the stars through the trees. She zipped her red hooded sweatshirt up tight, touched the bag of teeth in her pocket. Then the penny, which she’d attached to her charm bracelet.

			1918. The year everyone in the village went missing.

			Except for little Eugene.

			People don’t just disappear without a trace like that.

			Lisa yawned. She was tired. Bone tired. That was one of Aunt Hazel’s expression, one she always thought was funny—bones couldn’t get tired. At least she didn’t think so. But hers felt tired now. She let her eyes close. If anyone came into the cellar hole, she’d wake up.

			A few seconds (or was it minutes? hours even?) later, she opened her eyes. Footsteps. Getting closer. She told herself she was hearing things, it was just that overactive imagination she was famous for.

			“Hello?” she called, her own voice a strange crackle in the dark.

			“Eugene?” she said, tentatively.

			What if there were ghosts? What if everyone who’d disappeared in Reliance was still trapped there in some way? Maybe that’s what the lights were.

			Twigs cracked. Feet shuffled through the leaf litter, but she couldn’t tell if they were moving closer or farther away.

			She closed her eyes. Said the four most comforting words she knew: “Once upon a time.”

			An incantation.

			Protect me. Open the door and let me go someplace else.

			She held her breath, stood slowly, peeking up at ground level. Maybe it was just Gerald after all, pissed at Evie and looking for revenge.

			But there was no one there.

			Just her ears playing tricks on her. Maybe the footsteps were part of the dream she’d been having, something about teeth and keys and doors.

			She was about to climb out and head for home when a scream filled the woods, bounced off the walls of the cellar hole, through the trees—a scream so loud she was sure that not one human being could be making it. Surely the woods, the animals, even the soft beams of moonlight were all screaming together.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 15

			Phoebe

			JUNE 8, PRESENT DAY

			It had been a Monday like any other, putting aside the fact that Phoebe had spent every free moment telling her boss, Dr. Ostrum, and Franny, the clinic’s head tech, about her strange weekend, hoping to make some sense of it all. And telling the story kept her from thinking about the unopened pregnancy test in her purse. She’d promised herself that she’d do it before she went home. She had to.

			She’d stopped at O’Brien’s Pharmacy on her way to work. Not wanting to dawdle and draw attention to herself, she’d snatched up the most expensive test, figuring quality mattered in a case like this. The woman behind the counter was heavyset, with dyed orange hair sticky with hairspray. Her eyebrows seemed to be missing, but she’d drawn some on with a matching orange pencil. She’d worked at O’Brien’s for forever, but her gardenia-scented perfume seemed particularly cloying today.

			“All set, hon?”

			Phoebe nodded and plunked the test down on the counter. The woman scanned it.

			“Eighteen eighty-nine,” she announced. Her nails were coral pink with little rhinestones stuck on.

			Phoebe reached into her purse for a twenty.

			“Aren’t you Sammy Nazzaro’s girl?” the woman asked, scrunching up her face.

			Phoebe froze, unsure how to answer. If she said yes, then word of her having bought a pregnancy test might filter down through the grapevine so that Sam would know by suppertime.

			Phoebe shook her head, smiled lamely, and looked down, handing over the money she owed. She flashed onto the dozens of times she’d stopped in here with Sam in the last three years, picking up toilet paper or Tylenol or shampoo. How many times had this very woman waited on them, mentally cataloging their purchases, assessing, judging? She cursed herself for not driving to an anonymous big box store in another town.

			The cashier squinted at Phoebe and made a clicking sound with her tongue. “Just as well,” she said, turning to the cash register, then back again to give Phoebe her change. “Cursed, that family is. Stillborn babies, missing girls, suicides. And that old man, Dr. O’Toole”—she gave a dramatic shiver—“he was like the grim reaper himself. There used to be a little song all us kids sang about him.”

			Phoebe said, “Oh?” in what she hoped was a politely uninterested way, as she stuffed her change into a pocket and grabbed the bag, already half-turning to leave.

			But she continued, her singsongy voice high-pitched and harsh at the same time:

			Don’t get sick, don’t miss school,

			’Cause your papa will call for Doctor O’Toole;

			He’ll eat your heart, he’ll tie you to the bed,

			He’ll put bad dreams inside your head.

			She paused to giggle and shrug. Phoebe shrugged back, heading for the door as quickly as she could without actually running.

			“Have a good one!” the woman called.

			Phoebe, Franny, and Dr. O. were gathered around the reception desk just before closing. Phoebe was shutting down the computer and getting ready to turn the phones over to the answering service. The floors were swept and mopped, giving the office its familiar pine-scented disinfectant smell. The seats in the waiting area had been wiped down; the brochures on heartworm, obesity, flea control, dental care, and pet health insurance straightened.

			“But why would they go to the trouble of faking a stabbing? That seems a bit much, doesn’t it?” Dr. Ostrum asked.

			“It was a sure way to get them to chase her,” Franny said, taking off her lab coat and yanking her unruly brown hair loose from its ponytail. “If the goal was to get them out of the cabin for a while. You should never underestimate what people are willing to do to get what they want. For whatever reason, they wanted something you guys had packed in your stuff.”

			Franny was a local. She’d gone to school with Lisa and Sam, was in Sam’s grade. When they all got together for drinks, Franny and Sam talked about what became of old classmates, of the gym teacher with the harelip, of the time the football team lost a bet and they all came to school in drag.

			Phoebe nodded. “There was an old book. The one Lisa claimed to have found in the cellar hole that summer. The Book of Fairies. They took that along with everything else.”

			Dr. Ostrum pursed her lips, shook her head. She was in her late fifties, a petite woman with short silver-white hair. She reminded Phoebe of a bald eagle, though she would never say that out loud. It was more than the gray hair—there was something dignified about her sharp features and perfect posture. She never lost her cool and was completely poised in every situation. And perhaps the best thing about her, the thing that made Phoebe absolutely devoted to Dr. O., was that she thought Phoebe was smart. She never once looked down on her for not having a college degree, never suggested that Phoebe improve herself by taking adult education courses. She listened to Phoebe’s thoughts and opinions, let her run the office the way she thought best. And when Phoebe had a good idea, Dr. O. praised her for it, made her feel appreciated. It was different from any job she’d ever had.

			“Do you think the government might be involved in this somehow, Bee?” Franny asked. “I always wondered if they had something to do with Lisa’s disappearance. Like maybe she and Sammy stumbled across some military secret in the woods or something.”

			Phoebe admired Franny’s powers of deduction but not her paranoia. In Franny’s world it was us against them, and the best way to survive was to live under the radar. She believed the government had spy cameras in people’s homes and workplaces, was monitoring every phone conversation and keeping track of every citizen’s credit card purchases. Franny had no credit cards or bank account. “They can’t trace you with cash,” she said. She used disposable cell phones and tossed them every few months, and she rented a post office box at a Mailboxes & More store three towns away. Franny and her husband, Jim, lived in an off-the-grid house they’d built themselves that was powered by solar panels, a windmill, and a generator. They had an underground gas tank, a cellar with enough canned and dry rations to last two years, a hidden fallout-proof bunker with walls made of two feet of reinforced concrete, and guns and ammo enough to supply a small guerrilla group. Franny and Jim said they were only preparing “just in case,” but on the few occasions Phoebe had visited what they referred to as “their compound,” Phoebe got the sense that it was something they were eagerly awaiting.

			“It just all seems a little over the top. A little theatrical,” Dr. O. said about Phoebe’s weekend adventures.

			“I agree,” Phoebe said. “Whoever these people are, they have a flair for the dramatic.”

			“This is like one of those crazy Missing Persons stories from TV,” Franny said. “A woman disappears for fifteen years, only to return and send everyone’s lives spinning out of control.”

			“But not many missing people claim they were living in the land of the fairies,” Phoebe said.

			“I don’t know about fairies,” Franny said, “but something weird is going on in those woods. A whole town disappearing like that all those years ago. Plates of food on the tables. Cows unmilked in the barns.”

			Dr. Ostrum shook her head. “That’s not what happened,” she said.

			“What do you mean?” Phoebe asked.

			“I’m afraid it’s not the story of intrigue people like to believe. If you really do the research, you’ll see that the truth is the town dried up slowly, like any other. People packed up and left to go where the work was. They moved closer to the railroad, the quarries, better pasture land for the animals. But that’s dull and doesn’t make for a good story. So over the years, people embellished it, turned it into this eerie legend. The mysterious disappearance of the town called Reliance.”

			“But Sam’s mother said that’s what happened. Her grandfather was found out there,” Phoebe said.

			Dr. O. shook her head. “Come on, Phoebe. What’s more likely, that he was left by fairies—fairies!—or that he was a child someone had out of wedlock, maybe an orphan, a regular old abandoned infant in the days before access to birth control, much less safe, legal abortion? Stories passed down in families aren’t always the truth. You know that.”

			“I still say there’s something creepy about those woods,” Franny said. “And what about the Lord’s Prayer carved into the rock on the way into town? I heard the guy who did it was trying to protect Harmony from what was out in those woods.”

			Dr. O. shook her head, laughing. “Just another story,” she said. “And even if it’s not, the man who did it was obviously too caught up in the stories himself.”

			“What about all the fairy stuff?” asked Franny. “And what about Lisa? A little girl doesn’t just vanish like that.”

			“No,” Dr. Ostrum agreed. “Of course not. Someone—some real, tangible person—took her. No doubt someone who took advantage of her gullibility and superstition. There are evil forces at work here, but I’d say they’re definitely the human kind—as much as that lacks romance. I think the best thing you can do, Phoebe, is leave all of this alone. Tell the police about the note, the phone call, the impostors at the cabin, your stolen things, all of it. Let them sort it out—that’s their job. Someone’s playing games with poor Sam, and it’s not right. But the longer you play along, the harder it’s going to be to extricate yourselves.”

			Phoebe nodded. “I guess you’re right.”

			“Oh, almost forgot, here,” Dr. Ostrum said, handing the little velvet bag of teeth to Phoebe. “I took another look. Horse. Definitely horse.” She put on her coat and headed for the door.

			“Thanks,” Phoebe said, tucking the little bag into her purse next to the unopened pregnancy test.

			They called their good nights to each other, and Dr. O. made her way across the parking lot and started her Saab. As Franny was about to go out the door, Phoebe called out, “Wait a sec, would you?”

			“What is it?” Franny said, turning back.

			“Have you ever done one of these before?” Phoebe asked, holding up the pink and white cardboard box that held the pregnancy test.

			Franny’s eyes grew wide and her mouth made a little O shape, but no sound came. Just her breath, which seemed strangely loud.

			“It’s just that I never have and I’m a little freaked out,” Phoebe said. “I was hoping you would stay.”

			Franny dropped her jacket and purse, bolted the door, and flipped the CLOSED sign. She came behind the desk and enveloped Phoebe in a big hug. “Let me see that thing,” she said, reaching for the box and reading the instructions. “Can’t get much more simple. Pee on the stick, wait three minutes. If a plus sign shows up, it’s positive.”

			Phoebe nodded, taking the box back. “I guess I’ll go take care of step one, then.”

			Franny held on to her arm. “Are you sure, Phoebe? Wouldn’t you rather do this at home with Sam? Does he even have any idea?”

			Phoebe shook her head. “No. I need to know for sure before I say anything.”

			Franny nodded. “Go pee, then come back out here. We’ll wait together.”

			It was the longest three minutes of Phoebe’s life. “Is it time?” she kept asking.

			Franny stared down at her watch, refusing to let Phoebe peek until the time was up. “Now,” she said at last, and they hurried, jostling against each other, into the bathroom where the plastic stick rested on the back of the toilet. And there, like crosshairs in the little window, was a bright blue plus sign.

			Phoebe got home at six after stopping at the grocery store, where she discovered she’d somehow lost the list. She had to muddle her way through, relying on her Swiss cheese memory. (Was it eggs they needed or milk? She bought both. And ice cream. Three different kinds. She thought about adding a quart of pickles to the cart, bringing it home and making her own special sundae in front of Sam, telling him that way.) While in the store, she wandered down the baby aisle, studying the diapers, creams, wipes, spoons, bottles, formulas, and little jars of food. As she looked at the stocked shelves, she realized how totally unprepared and clueless she was. Who even knew there were special brushes for cleaning bottles? Or at least seven different kinds of formula to choose from? Was soy-free better? And who gave their baby goat’s milk formula? ORGANIC, it said. That would definitely be Sam’s choice. But wasn’t breast-feeding better than all of that? She was suddenly aware of her own breasts aching, feeling huge and swollen. A mother. She was going to be a mother.

			She’d sobbed when she first saw the plus sign, then denial hit hard and fast. “Tests can be wrong,” she’d said to Franny.

			“No,” Franny told her. “False negatives, yes. But it’s impossible to get a false positive with these things. Trust me.”

			They’d sat down and talked it through. Phoebe was going to go home, cook Sam a wonderful dinner, and tell him.

			“But he doesn’t want a baby!” she’d howled. “What if he thinks I’m trying to trap him?”

			Franny reached over and stroked her hair. “Bee,” she’d said, “this is Sam you’re talking about. He’s one of the kindest, smartest, most understanding people I know. And he loves you like crazy. It’s going to be okay. Just go home and tell him. You’ll work it out together.”

			So Phoebe stopped at the store to pick up ingredients for spaghetti and salad, one of Sam’s favorite meals. She threw a bottle of merlot into her cart, a couple of gold candles that seemed like good luck. She’d make a romantic dinner, give him a little wine, and tell him about the baby.

			When she finished shopping, she was starving, so she went through the McDonald’s drive-through and scarfed down a quarter-pounder with cheese, fries, and a chocolate shake. It seemed crazy to eat when she was about to make dinner, but all she’d had for lunch were some saltines and a Granny Smith apple. She had to find a way to do better—she was eating for two, after all. Maybe she should have picked up some prenatal vitamins at the store.

			She sat in the parking lot finishing the last of her shake with the motor running. Sam hated McDonald’s and was a vegetarian for the most part, so Phoebe kept these little trips to herself. She was always careful to throw away all the packaging so she wouldn’t get a lecture about how she was supporting an evil corporate empire intent on poisoning the world. When Sam did eat meat, he insisted it be organic, local, cruelty-free (a term that made no sense to Phoebe . . . they’d killed the animal, right? How was that not cruel?).

			Sam’s truck wasn’t in the driveway. Balancing grocery bags, she unlocked the door and carried everything in. The answering machine was blinking and she pushed PLAY, still balancing the groceries in her arms. The first message was from Sam. The tree service he worked for was clearing a lot and he said he’d be home late.

			The machine beeped a second time and Franny’s voice came on: “Hey there, Bee. I just wanted to tell you I love you and I’m thinking of you. If you need anything, just call. Oh, and I thought of something you might be interested in. There’s this girl, Becca Reynolds. She was in the same class as me and Sammy. I was kinda friends with her, but mostly because I felt sorry for her. Anyway, she and her brother lived two houses down from Sam and Lisa. They hung out a lot. They moved away just after Lisa disappeared, down to Massachusetts, I think. Anyway, I just ran into Becca the other day—she’s moved back to Vermont and is working in the floral department at Price Chopper over in St. Johnsbury. I thought maybe you and Sam might want to talk to her. Who knows—she might remember something from the time Lisa went missing. As I recall, she was all into the fairy stuff, went around telling everyone that she’d seen the Fairy King herself. Anyway . . . I hope everything goes well tonight. I know it will. Let’s get together soon, huh? Maybe Friday after work? Let me know.”

			The third message was from Evie.

			“Sam?” said a quavering voice into the machine. “They were here. My place is trashed. They hit me over the head. I’m afraid they’ll be back. I don’t know what to do. If you get this, please—” There was a little wheezing breath, then the line went dead.

			Phoebe dropped the grocery bags, grabbed the phone, and punched in Evie’s number. She let it ring twelve times before giving up and trying to get Sam on his cell. It went right to voice mail. “Damn!” she said. Sam had either left his phone in his truck or was out where there was no service. She slammed the phone down and scrawled a quick note to Sam.


			            Gone to rescue Evie.

			            (Play phone message)



			            Love, Bee

	




	
		
			CHAPTER 16

			Lisa

			JUNE 8, FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

			A light bobbed down the path through the woods.

			“Lisa? Lisa! Where are you?”

			“Here,” she called, her voice small and flat. She clung to the damp stone wall of the cellar hole, watched as the light moved closer.

			She’d been unable to move out of the hole since hearing the scream, terrified of what might be out there. But now they were coming to rescue her.

			Suddenly the light was in her face. Bright. Blinding. Interrogation light. She put up her hands to shade her eyes.

			“Are you okay?” It was Evie’s voice, wheezing and frantic. “We fell asleep. God, I’m so sorry! I heard you scream. That’s what woke me. What happened? Jesus, get the light off her face, Sam.”

			Lisa listened to Evie try to catch her breath—she must have run all the way down from the yard.

			“It wasn’t me,” Lisa said, putting her hands back down. She looked up and saw Evie and Sam at the edge of the cellar hole, two pale faces peering down, making her feel like a tiger in a pit at the zoo. “I didn’t scream.” Lisa saw that Evie had her hunting knife clenched in her hand.

			“Well, who the hell did, then?” Evie asked, sheathing the knife.

			“I don’t know. I couldn’t tell what it came from,” Lisa admitted.

			She squinted past her brother and cousin, scanning the dark woods for any sign of movement.

			“Fisher, maybe,” Sammy said. “Or an owl.”

			“That was no damn owl,” Evie said, sounding a little spooked as she looked around the woods, then back down at Lisa. “Come on. Let’s bug out. Go back to the house.” She held out her hand.

			“What’s that?” Sam asked. The beam of the flashlight was pointed at a little nest of cut ferns down in the cellar hole, right beside Lisa. In it, like a strange, misshapen egg, was a cloth bundle wound round and round with string.

			“Give me the light!” Lisa said, reaching up.

			She scanned the corner and saw that the plate of sweets was empty, the cup drained.

			“Damn it!” she snapped. How could she have missed it? She couldn’t believe she’d let herself fall asleep.

			She turned the light back down on the ferns and picked up the bundle. The cloth was worn and dirty—white or beige once, now stained brown. The string was thin and waxy.

			“Bring it up here,” Evie instructed, holding out her hand to help Lisa out of the hole. “Lemme see,” Evie said, grabbing for the bundle, but Lisa held it tight.

			“No,” she said. “I’ll open it.”

			Tucking the flashlight between her tilted head and shoulder, Lisa went to work untying the string. Evie moved so that she was toe to toe with Lisa, her head bumping Lisa’s as they both looked down.

			“Careful,” Evie warned. Lisa stopped what she was doing, suddenly frightened by what might be inside. More teeth? Some other body part?

			What had the scream in the woods been? Was whatever it was still out there, watching?

			Pushing the questions from her head, she went back to work untying the strange egg-shaped bundle.

			Lisa finally got the string off and slowly opened the stained, worn cloth. Inside was a round silver medal with the words SAINT CHRISTOPHER PROTECT US around the edge. In the center was a picture of a man with a staff and beard carrying a child on his back.

			“Is he stealing the kid?” Sammy asked, leaning in for a closer look.

			“No, dummy,” Evie said. “That’s Christ. Look at the halo. He’s carrying Christ across a river. Don’t you know the story?”

			Sammy shook his head.

			“This guy, Saint Christopher, he’s the patron saint of travel. You’re supposed to pray to him and stuff when you take a trip. Carrying this is supposed to bring good luck if you get on a plane or a boat or something.”

			“How do you know all this?” Lisa asked. No one in their family was even slightly religious. When she’d once asked if she and Sammy had been baptized, her parents had laughed like it was the most ridiculous question in the world. When she told them that Gerald and Pinkie said she wouldn’t get into heaven if she wasn’t baptized, they laughed harder still.

			“Not everyone believes in God and heaven,” Da had explained. “The people who do tend to think that they’re right and anyone with different beliefs is wrong.”

			“Well then, what do we believe?” Lisa asked. Da looked at Lisa’s mom, who smiled.

			“That organized religion is the opiate of the masses,” her mom said.

			“Huh?” Lisa said.

			“That people should be educated enough to make their own choices,” Da said.

			Lisa’s mom snorted. “Right,” she said. “I’m sure that’ll happen any day now, honey. And the sky will rain pink lemonade and we’ll have snow made of big, puffy marshmallows.”

			Lisa looked down at Saint Christopher, then at Evie. “Well?” she said. “What makes you an expert on saints all of a sudden?” She hated when Evie knew something she didn’t. Lisa was the one who read all the time. Evie got F’s in school, never went to the library.

			“I go to church sometimes,” Evie said at last, looking shy about it, like it was a secret and she shouldn’t have told.

			Lisa stared up at her, perplexed. She didn’t know what was weirder—the idea of Evie going to church or the fact that Evie had kept this a secret from her.

			“What, with your mom?” Lisa asked.

			“No,” Evie said. “Don’t say anything to her, huh? She’d kill me. I go by myself. There’s one about two miles from our house. Sometimes I get on my bike and ride down. They have doughnuts after.”

			“So what, you’re getting in good with God for doughnuts?”

			As soon as she said it, she knew she shouldn’t have. She was just pissed that Evie had kept a secret.

			“Forget it,” Evie said. “Let’s just get back to the house.” She turned away and started toward the hill through the darkness. Lisa and Sam followed, Lisa holding the flashlight in one hand, the Saint Christopher medal in the other.

			“Well,” Sammy said, as they walked along. “One thing’s for sure—if the medal is supposed to protect you when you travel, it was found by the wrong person. Lisa never goes anywhere.”

			At that moment, from the dark woods off to the left, came another voice, a girl’s voice edged with panic.

			“Did—did you see him?” They all froze.

			Lisa pointed the beam of the flashlight toward the voice and spotted Pinkie, partially hidden behind a tree.

			“See who?” Lisa asked.

			“The bogeyman,” Pinkie said.

			“What do you mean?” Evie asked, moving slowly toward Pinkie, who was cowering behind the tree.

			“You stay away from me,” Pinkie said. “You busted Gerald’s arm, you know? We were at the hospital for hours. My mom’s real pissed—she had to miss work and everything. She might get a lawyer and sue your asses off.”

			Evie stopped. Took a step back.

			“Becca,” Sam said, stepping close enough to touch her, “what are you doing out here? What did you see?”

			“I wanted to know. I see you down here all the time. I wanted to know what the big secret was. I watched tonight. I was there at the edge of your yard. I saw Evie go into the woods. Then Lisa. So I waited. Then I came down and saw.”

			“Saw what?” Sam asked.

			“I’ll take you to where he was,” Pinkie said, pushing off from the tree and walking off to the left, deeper into the woods. They walked in silence for a few minutes, following Pinkie.

			There was light up ahead.

			“I don’t like this,” Evie said.

			Lisa reached out and took Evie’s hand, which was cool and clammy. Evie’s breath whistled in her chest.

			Becca led them to a clearing. A pink flashlight was lying on the forest floor casting a beam of dim light, the batteries low.

			“He was right here,” Pinkie said, swiveling her head around, squinting into shadows. She reached and picked up her flashlight, giving it a shake, trying to make it brighter.

			“Who?” Sammy asked.

			“The bogeyman.”

			“What did he look like?” Evie asked.

			Pinkie was silent a moment, thinking. “Like a man made of shadows,” she said at last.

			“What about his face?” Sammy asked.

			“He didn’t have a face,” Pinkie said.

			Lisa shivered.

			“No face,” Evie said. “Right . . .”

			“But he was wearing a cap,” Pinkie said.

			“A cap?” Sammy asked.

			“Yeah, you know, like a baseball cap.”

			Evie laughed. “The bogeyman’s a baseball fan, huh? What, does he play shortstop?”

			“I know what I saw, Stevie,” Pinkie spat. “I screamed, dropped my light, and ran away as fast as I could.”

			Lisa nodded, relieved to finally know where the horrible scream had come from.

			“Know what I think?” Evie asked. “I think you’re making all this crap up.”

			Pinkie didn’t say anything. She picked at her arm, making one of the mosquito bites bleed.

			Lisa looked away. Something on the ground behind Sammy caught her eye and she walked slowly over to it.

			“Lisa?” Evie called as Lisa moved away from the group, casting her flashlight at the object on the ground. “You find something?”

			“No,” Lisa said, her voice sounding small as she forced the lie out. She turned out the flashlight and bent down to pick up the faded, paint-splattered object in the grass. She’d know it anywhere. Lisa hid it under her sweatshirt and walked back to the others, heart racing.

			“You okay?” Evie asked, putting a hand on Lisa’s shoulder, making her jump.

			She nodded. “I just want to go home.”

			“You got it,” said Evie, glancing around the woods. “Let’s bug out before Pinkie the Spy here thinks up any more crazy bullshit.”

			Lisa followed them, crossing her arms over the object in her sweatshirt.

			It was Da’s Red Sox hat.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 17

			Phoebe

			JUNE 8, PRESENT DAY

			Evie’s door had been forced open; the wooden frame was splintered as if it had been hit hard with a battering ram. Phoebe took a deep breath, pushed the door in with her fingertips, and saw that the stairs were dark. She groped around for a light switch. Her fingers found one and flicked it. Nothing happened.

			She left the stairway and went back to the Mercury, where she grabbed the heavy metal Maglite from the trunk. Sam had put it there along with a few tools, some road flares, and an emergency silver space blanket. Sam believed in being prepared.

			“This would sure be a lot easier if you were here,” she mumbled. If she found out later that he was pounding back beers with some of the guys from work while she was out risking her life to save his cousin, she’d kill him.

			“Here goes nothing.”

			Holding the flashlight with both hands like a weapon, she made her way down the stairs into Evie’s dark cave of an apartment.

			Evie hadn’t been exaggerating. The place was trashed—the same interior decorating team who’d visited her house over the weekend had come to Evie’s. A horrible thought occurred to her: Had she and Sam led them here? What if they’d been followed from their house Saturday night?

			However they got here, the scene looked all too familiar. Chairs were tipped over, the upholstery sliced open and stuffing pulled out. The television was smashed. Books and papers were scattered. Phoebe found another light switch and tried it: nothing.

			“Evie?” Her voice trembled as she called in just above a whisper. “You here?”

			Nothing. Not so much as a murmur. Then, all at once, came a roaring sound from above. Phoebe gripped the flashlight like a baseball bat and crouched down, ready to pummel whatever came at her. But there was only the gurgle of water. Someone in the apartment above had flushed the toilet.

			Phoebe gave a weak laugh to comfort herself.

			Holding the light out in front of her, she made her way through the kitchen, where dishes and glasses lay shattered on cracked linoleum. Then she moved down the hallway. On the left was the bathroom. The shower curtain had been ripped down, the mirror on the medicine cabinet smashed. To her right was what she guessed to be Evie’s bedroom. The door was opened just a crack. It was covered with red paint—not blood, definitely not blood, Phoebe assured herself. It was rough, slapped on in a hurry, but in a second she recognized it. The same symbol Sam found on their car when they made it out of the woods.

			Teilo, Sam had whispered. The King of the Fairies.

			Phoebe held her breath and gently toed the door open, swinging her body into the door frame, pointing her light like a gun, secretly wishing it was one.

			And what was it she thought she’d see? A fairy? Tinker Bell, she could handle. The bastards behind what happened to them at the cabin were another matter. But she saw no movement, no sign of life, human or otherwise.

			The mattress was overturned and eviscerated. Feathers from a down comforter covered the floor like fluffy Christmas snow. Magazines and books were scattered, as were clothes. A small chest of drawers stood empty, all the drawers pulled out and smashed to useless splinters. The sliding doors to the closet were closed, and from behind it Phoebe heard a small thump, then a dragging sound.

			Phoebe froze, listening.

			Her mind flashed to the sounds she would hear at night as a kid, the scuttling and scraping beneath her bed. She’d lie with her head under the pillow using all of her power to try to convince herself that it was just her imagination. Then, eventually, she’d need air and she’d lift the pillow slowly, telling herself that she’d keep her eyes closed, but she always looked. And he was always there. Standing at the foot of her bed.

			There was another muffled thud from inside Evie’s closet.

			Cold sweat beaded on Phoebe’s forehead.

			She used to think it was her mother’s fault. That he only came into houses with drunk mothers who never checked on their daughters; that maybe it was really her mother he was after and he was just waiting for Phoebe to fall asleep so he could go get her ma.

			She told herself that maybe it was all just her imagination. Maybe she was going nuts. One time her ma drank so much, she hallucinated cockroaches everywhere. Maybe it was like that.

			But she knew it wasn’t true.

			And what did she think now, at thirty-five? Now that she was supposed to know better?

			There was another thump from inside the closet and Phoebe’s bowels felt icy.

			You’re way too old for the bogeyman, she told herself.

			She raised the flashlight, counted to three, and jerked the door open.

			Evie was there, crouched on the closet floor among mismatched shoes, dressed only in bra and panties. She still had on the silver chain with the old key dangling from the end. Her lips quivered, and her narrow face was flushed and wet with tears. She had feathers from the comforter in her tangled hair. Her left eye was nearly swollen closed. In her hands she held a small handgun, which was pointed directly at Phoebe’s chest.

			Phoebe moved the light out of Evie’s eyes and cast it back at her own face.

			“Evie,” she said in her calmest voice, “it’s me, Phoebe. I’m here to help. Put down the gun.”

			There was no relieved recognition in the other woman’s eyes. The gun stayed pointed at Phoebe’s chest, the hand that held it trembling.

			Phoebe licked her lips, took in a breath. If Evie shot her now, even if it was an accident, she’d be killing two people. What was she thinking coming here? It wasn’t just her life she was putting in danger. What kind of mother-to-be made choices like that?

			“They came,” Evie whimpered. “They said they’d be back.”

			“Then we better get moving, okay?” Phoebe whispered. “I’m going to take you someplace safe. Just put down the gun and we’ll get you dressed and be on our way, okay?”

			Slowly, reluctantly almost, Evie lowered the gun. She looked so broken there, crouched on the closet floor in her underwear. Bones and tendons bulging out, making her look more like a puppet than a flesh-and-blood person. Phoebe held out her hand.

			“I’ve got you,” she said, helping Evie up. “You’re safe now.”

			“Where have you been?” Sam demanded. Then, as she walked through the door, his eyes fell on his cousin.

			“Evie? What the hell happened?” he asked.

			“Didn’t you get my note?” Phoebe asked, pushing past Sam to get some ice from the kitchen. “Didn’t you play the message on the machine?” She wrapped the ice in a clean dish towel.

			“I didn’t see any note,” Sam said. “And there were no messages on the machine. I got home an hour ago, saw the groceries still in bags in the kitchen, ice cream melted, and I was worried sick. I tried to get you on your cell, but you left the damn thing on the kitchen counter. I’ve called everyone we know. I was about to call the cops.”

			Phoebe came back into the living room and looked for the note, checked the machine, and saw the message had been erased.

			“I don’t understand,” she said.

			“Teilo,” Evie said, shaking her head. “This is all his work.”

			Surely no one had come into the house, taken her note, and erased the message. Phoebe must have erased the message herself by accident. And the note . . . shit, there was no explaining the note. She knew damn well she’d left it there.

			“I think,” Phoebe said, turning back to Evie, “that you should start at the beginning. Tell us everything that happened. But here,” she said, handing the ice over, “put this on your eye first. Maybe it’ll get some of the swelling down.”

			She hadn’t tried to talk to Evie about the attack. She had grabbed Evie some jeans and a T-shirt and got her out of the apartment and on the highway. Evie rode curled up in the backseat in a fetal position, a jacket over her head. Phoebe heard Evie counting backward from one hundred over and over. She glanced in the rearview mirror to see Evie’s whole body trembling under the jacket.

			“I was home. Right . . . duh,” Evie said, hitting herself on the head lightly with the hand that wasn’t pressing the dish towel full of ice to her eye. “I’m always home. I mean, where else would I be?” She was still shaky, but less so. She licked her chapped lips and looked around the apartment with her one good eye, which fell on the aquariums. “What the hell’s all this?” she asked. “Lab rats or something?”

			“Phoebe’s menagerie,” Sam explained. “Home of the broken and neglected. A biting hedgehog, a one-eyed snake, and a couple of rats no one but Phoebe could love.”

			“No shit?” Evie said, stepping toward the tanks. “You’ve really got a hedgehog in there?”

			Phoebe nodded. “I’ll introduce you to him later. In the meantime, you were telling us what happened at your place?”

			“Right,” Evie said, taking a seat on the couch. “I was watching some crappy infomercial on TV—you know, do our program and you’ll lose thirty pounds, have more self-confidence, and have beautiful people lined up at your door begging for a date. I was sitting in the recliner and must have dozed off. The next thing I know, I open my eyes and it’s dark. No TV. No lights. And I have those heavy curtains on my windows, so it’s not like much daylight is gonna sneak through there.”

			Phoebe nodded, remembering how dark the apartment had been, how none of the light switches had worked.

			“And the room is . . . full of people.” Evie’s unhurt eye was wide, panicked at the memory.

			“How many people?” Sam asked.

			“It felt like ten, but it may have been just three or four. I don’t know. They were moving fast. Really fucking fast. Like otherworldly kind of fast.”

			Phoebe remembered how fast the old woman had run, shedding clothes and years until she was young.

			“So what? Are you saying fairies trashed your place?” Sam asked.

			“No,” Evie said, looking down at her ragged fingernails. “These were no fairies. Not like what we saw when we were kids, anyway. No twinkling little lights. These were people. And they meant business. They clobbered the shit out of me before I could get up from the chair. I barely fought back. I was out cold after the second punch. When I came to, I was still in the chair but stripped down to my underwear. And they had all left. Except for one. I heard this voice calling down from the top of the stairs. We’ll be back, he says. And I’m thinking, hell no. Then I guess I must have fainted again or something. When I came to, I called you guys. Then I remembered the gun I keep in my closet, inside my left winter boot. I got it just after Elliot was killed—intended to use it to off myself, but I never had the guts. Pathetic, right?” She looked at Phoebe as she said this.

			No, Phoebe shook her head. She wanted to take the other woman in her arms, rock her, find a way to fix what was broken.

			“Anyway,” Evie said, chewing on a nail, spitting the little sliver she’d bitten off onto the floor, “I crawled into the closet, found the gun right where I’d left it, and just stayed put. I was too terrified to do much else.”

			“Did you get a look at any of them?” Sam asked.

			“No. It was dark. And like I said, they all moved so fast.”

			“What do you think they were after?” Phoebe asked.

			“I don’t know, but whatever it is, they sure didn’t find it. I can’t go back there. Shit.” She put down the towel of ice and glanced over at Phoebe, her eyes frantic and little-girlish. “What am I going to do?”

			“You’ll stay here,” Phoebe told her. “With us. As long as you need. As long as it takes us to get to the bottom of all of this.”

			Evie gave her a relieved smile, and Phoebe reached out, took her hand, and squeezed it. Evie’s fingers were bony and cold. “You must be starving,” Phoebe said. “I’ll go fix us all some dinner. Make yourself at home.”

			“What were you thinking?” Sam whispered when he came up behind her in the kitchen. Phoebe was putting on water for pasta. “She can’t stay here.”

			Phoebe couldn’t believe her ears. She set the pot down, turned up the flame. “She’s your cousin, Sam. She’s got nowhere else to go.”

			“But we don’t have room. We hardly know her.” This was not the Sam she knew. The Sam who was happy to let old college friends he hadn’t seen in years crash at their place whenever they were passing through.

			Phoebe gave him a puzzled look. “But, Sam—”

			“The woman is obviously a fucking basket case,” Sam said.

			There was an awkward little coughing sound, and they both turned toward the doorway of the kitchen, where Evie stood, leaning against the frame. Her bony shoulders were hunched, her left eye weepy and swollen.

			“You’re right,” she said to Sam, her jaw clenched tight. “I’ll go. I can call my mom. Maybe she can drive down and get me.”

			“No,” Phoebe said quickly. “You’ll stay with us. We could use your help trying to make sense of all this. You were there that summer.”

			She wasn’t letting go of this link to Sam’s past. Evie was the one person other than Sam who might have some actual insight into what happened to Lisa. And the truth of it was, she really liked Evie. She wanted to get to know her, to help her. Evie didn’t have anyone else, and Phoebe remembered all too well what that was like. Before Sam, she didn’t have anyone. Not anyone who could be counted on.

			“This Teilo guy seems to think you’re connected, Evie,” Phoebe went on. “We all seem to have something he wants. We’ve got to band together if we’re going to get our heads around all of this.” She looked at Sam, but he looked away, opened the fridge, then slammed the door shut.

			“You forgot to buy beer,” he said. “I’ll go get some.” He stomped out of the kitchen, looking neither Evie nor Phoebe in the eye.

			“Sam?” Phoebe called, but she heard the front door close. Then the engine of his truck started in the driveway.

			“Son of a bitch,” Phoebe mumbled. She couldn’t believe Sam would act this way. Not sure of what else to do, she turned back to the cooking, grabbing an onion from the hanging basket above the sink. He’d never walked out on her like that. This is exactly what she would have expected from the other guys she used to date—the lowlifes whose big idea of communication was asking if she wanted to get high first or just go straight for the bedroom.

			“I should go,” Evie said. “Sam obviously doesn’t want me here.”

			Phoebe sliced into the onion and shook her head. “He’ll come around. I’m sorry he’s being such a jerk. He’s just a little overwhelmed right now. He doesn’t deal well with change, and a lot has happened in the past few days.”

			And all this was without even mentioning the baby. What was going to happen when she told him?

			Her eyes began to water, and she wiped at them with the back of her hand. Goddamn it. She was not going to cry. Phoebe did not cry. Not in front of people.

			Evie moved to stand next to her.

			“I used to like to cook,” Evie told her. “Back when Elton and I . . .” Her voice trailed off.

			Elton? Who the hell was Elton?

			She must have been flustered, Phoebe told herself. Because surely, if he was the great love of her life, she wasn’t going to forget that his name was Elliot, not Elton, right?

			“Sam and I both hate cooking,” Phoebe confessed. “We’d live on takeout if we could.”

			“If you want to shop, I can definitely do the cooking. There aren’t any grocery stores that deliver up in Burlington, so I lived on whatever the pizza guy could bring—I’d be glad never to see another pizza box.”

			“Deal,” Phoebe said.

			Evie reached for the loaf of white bread on the counter (it was Phoebe’s—Sam only ate organic sprouted wheat bread). “May I?”

			Phoebe nodded. Evie slathered a piece of bread with butter, then spooned sugar onto it. It was a treat Phoebe hadn’t had since she was a kid.

			“Want one?” Evie asked with a mischievous smile.

			“Absolutely.”

			It was so good, they each had a second slice.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 18

			Lisa

			JUNE 9, FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

			“Were you in the woods last night?” Lisa whispered to Da before breakfast the next morning. He was still on the couch in his ratty old pajamas. He just stared straight ahead, a little bit of spit leaking out of the corner of his down-turned mouth. He didn’t even seem to notice she was there.

			“I found your Red Sox cap,” she said. Still nothing.

			What exactly had Pinkie seen? A no-faced bogeyman with Da’s cap? It didn’t make any sense. She’d gone to Da’s studio in the garage and found the coveralls but no hat. The garage was unlocked, as always. Anyone could have come in and taken the hat. But why?

			Was it possible that Da had gotten up himself and went shuffling off through the woods like a zombie?

			Her mom and Aunt Hazel were in the kitchen having one of their whisper fights while Hazel made breakfast. Lisa heard only a few words: Too much. Remembers. Too far.

			They’d been fighting like this for days now. The longer her dad stayed sick and silent with no sign of getting better, the tenser things became. Now she heard her mom questioning Hazel about the medications and if she was sure she was giving them right. Their whispers had escalated into near shouts.

			“Would you rather hire a nurse? A stranger?” Hazel snapped.

			Lisa’s mom mumbled something Lisa didn’t catch.

			“Then let me do my job,” Hazel said.

			After a minute, Lisa smelled something burning.

			“Is something on fire?” Lisa yelled from the living room.

			“Shit!” Hazel yelped. Then there was a banging and the sound of water running.

			The chaos in the kitchen was interrupted by a loud rapping knock at the front door. Weird, Lisa thought—it was only a little after seven. Lisa’s mom came through the living room to answer it, looking frazzled and annoyed but taking a breath and smiling before opening the door. After a quick greeting, she went out onto the front porch, shutting the door behind her. Lisa got up and leaned around the edge of the couch so she could see out the window. Gerald and his mother were on the porch. Gerald had a cast on his arm. He stared down at his feet, said nothing. His mother was doing all the talking, her voice loud, her arms gesturing in tight little patterns as they cut through the air. Lisa knew Gerald’s dad had left them a few months ago and his mom worked full-time waitressing at Jenny’s Café, plus cooked and cleaned and made sure Pinkie got to her oboe lessons. Now she had to deal with the fact that some neighborhood kid had busted her son’s arm. Not just any kid, but Evie.

			And what, if anything, had Pinkie told her about what she saw in the woods last night?

			Gerald ran his foot along the peeling paint on the floorboards while his mother went on and on. She was a skinny woman with bleached-out hair and bad teeth. She had on her blue waitressing apron and clunky white shoes. Lisa watched her own mother nodding, arms folded tight over her belly. She didn’t seem to be saying much. At last they said their good-byes and Lisa’s mom came into the house, her face tight.

			“Does anyone know where Evie is?” she asked.

			“Sleeping. In my room.” Lisa answered.

			Hazel came out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on a dish towel. “What’s she done now?” she asked.

			“It seems there was some trouble in the woods yesterday. But don’t worry,” Lisa’s mom said. “I’ll take care of it. You just see to breakfast.”

			“But I—” Hazel started to say, and Lisa’s mom flashed her a look that made her snap her jaw closed.

			Lisa listened to her mother’s footsteps climb the stairs. A door opened, then closed. Her mother began to yell. It was hard to make out just what she was saying, but Lisa caught the gist of it: Evie had crossed the line. Lisa’s mom had never had much patience for Evie—she was quick to lose her temper with her and to chastise Hazel for letting Evie run wild the way she did.

			Evie began to yell back, and then there was a crashing sound. Lisa headed for the stairs, thinking she’d do whatever she could to keep Evie from getting into any more trouble. Evie would listen to her. Lisa was on the first step when Hazel grabbed her shoulder.

			“Better not,” Hazel said.

			“Maybe you should go up. Just see if they’re okay?” Lisa’s voice sounded whiny and desperate. She wasn’t sure who she was more afraid for up there—her mother or Evie. She remembered the way Evie’s hand went for her knife when Gerald was down on the ground.

			“Your mother has it under control, I’m sure,” Hazel said.

			Lisa nodded, went back over to the couch.

			Everything around her was all topsy-turvy. And there was Da in the center of it, looking peaceful and oblivious. Lisa wanted, more than anything else, to join him there.

			“What’s it like where you are, Da?” Lisa asked. She gently put her head against his. His skin was hot and he smelled yeasty, like sourdough bread.

			“Your father’s right here with us,” Aunt Hazel said. She had his pills in a little plastic cup in one hand, a glass of water in the other. Hazel looked tired. More disheveled than usual. And Lisa smelled the sweet, sickly scent of booze coming from her. What kind of person poured themselves a drink at seven in the morning?

			“It doesn’t even seem like he can hear me.”

			Hazel smiled. “Oh, he hears you. He knows everything that’s going on. Don’t you, Dave?” Then gently, carefully, she parted his lips, put the pills on his tongue, fed him a sip of water.

			“Swallow now, Dave,” she said. “That’s it. Good boy.”

			“Could he get up on his own? And go for a walk or something?”

			Hazel shook her head. “No. But he’ll be able to soon, isn’t that right, Dave?”

			The water dribbled down his chin, and one of the pills came with it. Hazel gently poked it back into his mouth.

			Lisa stood up, turned away from the wrecked creature who only vaguely resembled her father.

			And she stopped then, right there, closed her eyes, and made herself remember three things she loved about him: the way he talked in a bad Italian accent when he cooked spaghetti and meatballs every Friday night, the song about Lydia the tattooed lady he’d sing when he was shaving, the way he called her Beanpole.

			“You keep growing like this, you’re gonna shoot straight up into the sky, Beanpole,” he’d told her, tousling her hair. “The clouds will sit on top of your head like dusty old wigs.”

			“Maybe I’ll meet a giant up there,” she’d said.

			“Are you kidding? You’re going to be the giant!”

			She’d laughed, called out “Fee Fi Fo Fum!,” sending Da running through the house, she chasing after him, making the floorboards shake with her heavy footsteps.

			But already, it all felt made up. Invented somehow. Like something from a story that began Once upon a time.

			She opened her eyes just in time to catch Evie charging down the stairs, across the hall, and into the kitchen. Her face was red, wet, and swollen-looking.

			“Evie? Wait!”

			“Leave me alone!” Evie snapped, heading out the side kitchen door and into the yard. Lisa stood at the sink, looking out the window above it, watching Evie run for the woods, for Reliance.

			Lisa waited around most of the day, but Evie didn’t come back. Lisa went in and out of the house, paced around the yard, picked some strawberries in the garden that was choked with weeds, and ate them for lunch. The yard had turned into an overgrown field—cutting it had always been Da’s job. Sometimes Sammy would help, but he hadn’t been able to get the mower started.

			“Where’s Evie at anyway?” Sammy asked when he caught Lisa playing solitaire at the kitchen table.

			Lisa shrugged. Sam got a peanut butter sandwich and went back up to his room to do whatever it was he did up there—read, experiment with his chemistry set, watch his ant farm.

			It was a little before suppertime when Lisa finally decided to go look for Evie. She headed across the tall grass of their backyard and into the woods, which seemed dark and cold. Every sound made her jump. Twigs cracked. Birds shrieked. Everything seemed to be warning her to leave. Run now. She heard a strange bird call, something unfamiliar and sad—a sound that went right to her belly and stayed there.

			“Evie?” she called out.

			This was silly. There was no need to be such a scaredy-cat. She took a deep breath and walked slowly, showing the woods she wasn’t afraid.

			She wound her way down the hill toward the brook, but there were more sounds than just birds and running water. Voices. From up ahead. She stopped just before the brook, ducked behind a big sugar maple, heart pounding. On the other side of the brook, Evie was talking with Gerald. Not shouting or going for his throat but actually talking. Weird. Evie was shouldering her black knapsack, which looked full and heavy. Gerald’s arm was strapped up in a sling, the lower part wrapped in a thick plaster cast. His fingers jutted out from the end of the cast, swollen and purplish. He was nodding at whatever Evie was saying. Pinkie was standing off to the side like a little guard dog, with her lower jaw jutting out. She was picking at a bug bite on her hand, making it bleed.

			“Why should we believe you?” Pinkie asked.

			Evie mumbled something Lisa couldn’t catch. She took off her backpack, handed it over to Pinkie who unzipped it. Pinkie and Gerald peered inside.

			“Just do what I said and you’ll see,” Evie said.

			Gerald took the backpack, awkwardly sliding it onto his good shoulder with one hand.

			Evie nodded at them, then walked away with a funny duck-footed swagger, her big work boots snapping twigs, crushing ferns and saplings. Lisa hid behind a tree, holding her breath while Evie crossed the brook and walked by, not five feet from where she stood.

			Gerald and Pinkie watched her go, then they turned to go back into the woods, toward Reliance.

			“I think she’s full of crap,” Gerald said. Lisa’s fingers clawed at the bark of the tree she was hiding behind. What was Evie doing with these two? “She’s just trying to make us look like idiots,” Gerald continued.

			“But just think,” Pinkie said, her voice all soft and dreamy. “What if she’s right?”

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 19

			Phoebe

			JUNE 11, PRESENT DAY

			“Cognitive therapy for the agoraphobic patient?” Franny waved the page that had just come out of the printer. “What on earth is this for?”

			Usually, when Phoebe used the computer and printer at work for personal stuff, it was to look up her horoscope or print some word scrambles to do on her lunch break. It was a habit she’d picked up from her mother (one of the few, thank God), who always said word puzzles kept the mind limber and that it was a proven fact that people who did them were less likely to get Alzheimer’s. Her ma could sit on the couch all day, TV tuned to talk shows and soap operas, tumbler of booze in one hand, a pencil in the other, as she worked her way through the puzzle books she’d picked up at the checkout line. It was the most constructive thing her ma ever did.

			Phoebe wasn’t much of a reader, but she liked a good puzzle. There was something deeply satisfying about making sense of all the jumbled letters, turning them into a word or sentence you could actually read.

			“I mean,” whispered Franny, leaning down so that their shoulders were touching, “shouldn’t you be researching baby names or something?” She gave Phoebe a conspiratorial smile, and Phoebe felt a split-second ache—a wish that her mother were here so she could share the news of her pregnancy, ask her advice on names. But then reality hit and Phoebe knew that even if her ma was alive, she was the last person on earth Phoebe would confide in or ask for bits of motherly wisdom.

			This was, after all, the woman who went down to Florida on the back of some loser’s Harley when she was five months pregnant with Phoebe, cranked on amphetamines, shooting pool at roadside dives.

			“It was the closest thing to a family I ever had,” her mother explained wistfully to Phoebe years later.

			“Was he my father?” Phoebe asked.

			Her mom laughed. “Al? No!”

			“Then who was he? My father?”

			Her mother’s eyes narrowed as she focused on some faraway object Phoebe couldn’t see. “Your father was just some drifter who dumped me as soon as he heard I was knocked up. Left without a trace.”

			“But you must have known something about him? What was his name? Where was he from?”

			Her ma shook her head. “His name’s not important. It’s not like you can go look him up. He wasn’t from anywhere, Bee. He moved from town to town picking fruit and tobacco, emptying trucks. He went where the work was or wherever there was a pretty lady to buy him a drink. He was a looker, that’s for sure. Handsome in an old-fashioned movie star way.” Her mother smiled, then shook her head. “Then I met Al. God closes one door, opens up another. Al and his biker friends, they took me right in. They called me Mama Bear. They gave me that tattoo I have on my chest. The little heart. It was for you. I wanted something with your name, but I didn’t know who you were yet, so I had them write the letter S. S for sweetheart.”

			Phoebe had grown up thinking the botched and blurred tattoo was supposed to be the S for Superman.

			“Weren’t you afraid of hepatitis? AIDS? And did you even wear a helmet on the motorcycle?” Phoebe asked.

			Her mother laughed. “Sometimes, my little sweetheart, you’ve just gotta live. Feel the wind in your hair.”

			Phoebe blinked at Franny and shook her head. “Sam’s cousin Evie,” she explained, putting away the little memo pad she’d been taking notes in. “She’s been staying with us this week.”

			“And she’s agoraphobic?”

			Phoebe nodded.

			“No kidding? Is she on meds?”

			“No. She’s tried them but says they just made her worse. The pills just gave her one more thing to be anxious about.”

			“God, I kind of remember her from when we were kids. She’d come visit sometimes. Kind of a chunky kid. Bad asthma. People were mean to her. Real mean. It’s horrible, the things kids do to each other.” Franny shivered. “So what’s she like now?”

			Phoebe thought for a few seconds. “Careful. Guarded. Hard to get to know, but I think she’s warming up to me. She seems less panicky around me anyway.”

			Phoebe had written off to good old-fashioned anxiety the fact that Evie had gotten Elliot’s name wrong. Here was a woman with a true disorder in a totally unfamiliar environment—of course she’s going to misspeak. And since then, she’d called him Elliot several times, no hesitation.

			With Sam working overtime at the tree service and Phoebe’s hours at the clinic cut back for summer, she’d spent a lot of time alone with Evie. She’d bought Evie some basic toiletries along with new pants and T-shirts from Walmart (another place of mass consumption that Phoebe adored and Sam didn’t approve of).

			When they were together, Phoebe did most of the talking. Evie listened, smiling as if everything that came out of Phoebe’s mouth was vaguely amusing to her. And Evie was in love with the animals, especially the python, which she took out and draped around her neck daily. She even made little salads for the rats and hedgehog.

			When she wasn’t fawning over the pets, Evie spent her days reading and cleaning the house. At night she cooked. Evie seemed to love the comfort foods Phoebe had grown up with and had stopped eating entirely when she got together with Sam. Phoebe bought Hamburger Helper, Kraft macaroni and cheese, white bread and bologna. One night they ate peanut butter and fluff sandwiches, giggling like girls. Sam rarely shared dinner with them—either coming home late or claiming he’d already eaten and wasn’t hungry. He did little to hide his revulsion of the new food in the house.

			He’d pick up the boxes, reading the list of ingredients out loud. “Sodium tripolyphosphate, yellow five, yellow six, monosodium glutamate. Jesus, do you have any idea what this stuff is? What it does to your body? Those artificial colors cause cancer in lab rats, did you know that?”

			“Good thing we’re not lab rats,” Phoebe shot back, diving into her dinner with relish.

			Phoebe knew it shouldn’t bother her, that Sam was only concerned about her health, not trying to be a holier-than-thou food zealot, but the pregnancy hormones made it hard for her to keep her emotions in check.

			When he was finished making some harsh judgment about their dinner, he’d head into the office to use the computer. He was spending hours alone online every night, creeping into bed at one or two in the morning. Phoebe would wake up startled and look at the clock on the bedside table, which also held a glass of water, pencils, memo pads, the strange little sack of horse teeth, and the word-puzzle books she’d do until she fell asleep.

			“Are you just coming to bed now?” she asked last night when she’d caught him, sure that she’d felt him beside her just moments ago, his body warm, his breath slightly faster than her own.

			She must have been dreaming.

			“Yeah,” Sam said, settling into bed beside her. “I was on the computer.”

			“What are you working on?” Phoebe asked.

			Sam shrugged. “Nothing. Just messing around.”

			“So what, you and Sam are running a kind of halfway house now?” Franny asked.

			Phoebe remembered what Sam had said when Evie first noticed the pets: Phoebe’s menagerie. Home of the broken and neglected.

			“You’re going to try to cure this cousin?” Franny asked.

			Phoebe shook her head. “I just want to help. This poor girl has nobody else.”

			But the truth was, she did want to cure Evie, didn’t she? It was her nature to take what was broken and try to fix it. A shrink would probably tell her it was because she’d spent her whole childhood wishing she could fix her ma but being completely helpless. This deep-seated kind of masochistic need to keep trying again and again to get it right and actually save someone. Isn’t that, on some small level, what drew her to Sam? She fell in love with people’s frailty, their brokenness. But the deeper she delved into the things that made Sam broken, the more she wondered if it was possible to fix him. Would Lisa’s return make things all right? If they traveled to Reliance tonight, as they were planning, and met her there under the full moon, would Sam somehow be whole again?

			Fixing Evie seemed more realistic. Especially now that she had a road map. The key, according to her research, seemed to involve desensitizing her. She would start small, encourage Evie to take baby steps: going out on the porch to get the mail. Then to the driveway. Then down the driveway to the street. Before Evie knew it, she’d be walking around the block.

			“So she and Sam are pretty close then?”

			Phoebe shook her head. “Not at all. They were when they were kids. They spent every summer together. But now they’re like strangers. Sam’s really pissed that Evie’s staying with us. He’s being kind of a prick.”

			Kind of? The very fact that Phoebe felt the need to downplay just how bad Sam had been acting worried her. The truth was, Phoebe was horrified by Sam’s behavior toward his cousin, which ranged from practically ignoring Evie to flat-out, no-holds-barred animosity. In the past five days, Sam had pulled away from Phoebe and turned into someone she hardly recognized.

			“Maybe he’s scared,” Franny said.

			“Scared?”

			Franny shrugged her shoulders. “Just a guess. I’m not the one reading all the psychology stuff online.” She gave Phoebe a wink.

			“Maybe,” Phoebe said.

			Just this morning, when she’d cornered Sam about why he was being so cold to his cousin, he said there was a lot Phoebe didn’t understand. They were still in bed, speaking in hushed tones.

			“Like what?” she’d asked.

			Sam hopped out of bed, pulled on his jeans. “There was something going on between Lisa and her that summer.”

			“What do you mean?” Phoebe had asked.

			“I don’t know. They were together all the time, whispering. Wearing each other’s clothes. They started locking the door to their room.” He sat on the edge of the bed lacing his boots.

			“I don’t think that’s so weird, Sam,” Phoebe had said, pulling the covers up to her chin. “They were twelve and thirteen. They were just being girls.”

			Sam shook his head. “There’s other stuff, too.”

			“What stuff?”

			Sam looked away. “Nothing. Forget it. All I’m saying is that Evie shouldn’t be trusted. I don’t like you spending all this time alone with her.” He stood and went for the door.

			“What—is she supposed to be some deviant or something? Dangerous even? Because of the kid you remember her being at thirteen? I look at her and you know what I see, Sam? A broken woman. I don’t know what’s sadder—the way she is or the way I see you treating her.”

			Sam slipped out of the room without responding.

			“I think,” Phoebe said, turning back toward Franny, “it’s that Evie reminds him of Lisa. Of what happened to her. Sam has spent years building this wall around that part of his life. Now Evie’s come in with a big old sledgehammer.”

			Franny made a note in a chart and put it on the desk to be filed. “Poor thing,” she said, and Phoebe wasn’t sure which one of them she was referring to: Sam or Evie.

			“So how’d he take it?” Franny asked.

			“Huh?” Phoebe said.

			“Sam,” Franny said. “He’s over the moon about the baby, right?”

			Phoebe bit her lip. “I umm, haven’t exactly told him yet.”

			“You what?” Franny took a step back and gave Phoebe a puzzled look. “Why on earth not?”

			“It’s just that we’ve been a little preoccupied, you know, with Evie staying with us. And remember that crazy card we got? Tonight’s the night we’re supposed to go meet his long-lost sister in Reliance.”

			“Are you going? Out into those woods?”

			Phoebe nodded. “That’s the plan. I doubt anyone will show up though. Dr. O. is probably right—someone’s just messing around with Sam. But still, we have to check it out, don’t we?”

			“You want me and Jim to come with you? We could round up some of our friends, too. It might be safer to go in with more people. And to be armed, maybe.”

			Phoebe shook her head, knowing that if there was even the faintest chance that Lisa might be waiting for them out there, the last thing in the world they wanted to do was scare her off with a parade of kooky survivalist types with guns. “Thanks anyway. I think Sam and I will be fine.”

			“It’ll be a good opportunity for you to tell him about the baby.”

			Phoebe nodded. “Things have been so damn crazy. There just hasn’t been a right time.”

			Franny shook her head. “If you keep on waiting around for the perfect time, Bee, he’s not going to find out till you’re in labor! You’ve gotta tell him. Now. Tonight.”

			Phoebe nodded. “I will,” she promised.

			Franny and Dr. Ostrum were both in an emergency surgery. Mrs. Laluk’s cat, Queenie, had swallowed a four-foot piece of ribbon. Phoebe checked her watch. Only three-thirty. An hour and a half until closing time. She was itching to get out of there, get home, and go with Sam to Reliance as soon as it got dark. She pulled a mirror out of the backup purse she’d been using and touched up her lipstick. It seemed stupid really, carrying a purse for just her lipstick, notebook, keys, and cell phone. She was going to have to accept the fact that her wallet was gone for good and get a new one. The stuff they’d had taken from the cabin wasn’t just going to miraculously show up. She’d have to go to the DMV and stand in line for a new license. She picked up the phone to call Sam again, then set it down.

			She’d tried calling Sam on his cell phone four times so far to check in, make sure the plan was still on, but he didn’t pick up. She’d left three messages and he hadn’t called back. It was one thing to be rude to his cousin, but closing Phoebe out was inexcusable. And it made telling him about the pregnancy damn near impossible. Her thoughts were going in circles as she skimmed over the agoraphobia printouts, unable to concentrate. She put the printed pages in her bag and dug out her little memo pad.

			She grabbed a pen and wrote:

			
			CLUES & LEADS



			She chewed on the end of the pen, thinking, then wrote:

					
			Mass plates on fake Evie’s car

			Notes from Lisa? Looks like Lisa’s writing.

			Evie’s apartment trashed—why?

			They knew about Elliot—how?

			Man in the cabin must know something—go back and talk to him?

			Changeling girl: Amy Pelletier, Castleton State College

			A girl named Becca who might remember something—CALL HER!

			Reliance: legends. What happened to all those people? Does it have anything to do with what happened to Lisa?



			Pleased to have come up with some actions she could actually do right now, Phoebe pulled out the phone book, found the number for Castleton State College.

			“Yes, I’m trying to reach my niece. She’s a student there. There’s been a family emergency and it’s very important that we get in touch with her. Her name is Amy Pelletier.”

			“I’m sorry, ma’am, it’s against our policy to give out any kind of information about a student.”

			“But I’m family! And this is an emergency.”

			“The best I can do is take a message and see that it gets to her. What’s the student’s name again?”

			“Pelletier. Amy Pelletier.”

			Phoebe heard keyboard tapping.

			“I’m sorry. We don’t have an Amy Pelletier registered here.”

			“Are you sure?“

			“Positive. Not an active student, and she’s not listed as an alum either.”

			“Thank you,” Phoebe said. She shouldn’t have been surprised. She herself had once had a fake college ID she used at bars when she was nineteen—it was easy enough to get. The girl could be anyone from anywhere.

			Phoebe turned to the computer and did a search for Reliance, Vermont. Not much turned up. A few brief mentions here and there. And then, an excerpt from an out-of-print book called Lost Vermont: An Historical Perspective.


			Little is known about the village of Reliance. All that remains are the foundations and cellar holes of several homes and barns, a church and blacksmith shop. A small stream runs along the western edge. In the northwest corner is a small cemetery, the names and dates on the stones illegible. In 1918, according to local legend, the entire population of the town (approximately forty) disappeared.

			

			“Duh,” Phoebe said out loud. She clicked around uselessly for another five minutes or so, then gave up.

			Next, Phoebe looked up the number for Price Chopper in St. Johnsbury, dialed it, and asked for the floral department.

			“Hi, I’m looking for an employee named Becca?”

			“You got her. Who’s this?”

			“This is going to be a little out of the blue, but I’m a close friend of Sam Nazzaro’s. I was hoping I could ask you a couple of questions.”

			“Seriously? How did you find me here?”

			“Franny Hunt told me she’d run into you at work.”

			“Is this about Lisa?” Becca asked, her voice much more animated. “Have they found Lisa?”

			“No,” Phoebe said. “I was wondering if you could tell me about that summer. I understand you and your brother were friends with Lisa, Sam, and Evie.”

			God. She sounded like some TV cop. And a really bad one at that.

			Becca laughed. “Not Evie. No one liked Evie. No one but Lisa. But I’m sure Sam told you all that already. I bet he told you how close the two of them were. Like little love birds. Kinda sick, actually.”

			“Uh huh,” Phoebe said. She was taking notes in her memo pad: Love birds. No one liked Evie.

			“I’m also guessing there are things he hasn’t told you. Lots of things.”

			“Like what?” Phoebe asked, drawing a question mark in the margins.

			“Does he know you’re calling me?”

			“No, I swear. Franny told me you were friends. That you might be able to tell me something new. I won’t tell Sam we talked. I promise.”

			“Sammy Nazzaro. God, I haven’t thought of him in ages. We moved out of town that fall—right after Lisa disappeared. I think my mom was trying to keep us safe—out of those woods. And away from that family.”

			“Sam’s family?”

			“Evie broke my brother Gerald’s arm that summer. Did Sammy tell you?”

			“No,” Phoebe admitted.

			“Evie, she was nuts. One time she tried to convince us that her blood was green. That she was some kind of alien or something. ‘I’ll prove it,’ she kept saying, then she goes and jabs herself in the thigh with her big old freaking hunting knife. Shit! Her blood was red as red could be. The girl was crazy. Certifiable. But it ran in the family. Everyone in that house was wacko.”

			“They were?”

			Phoebe heard Becca cover the phone and say, “Yeah, I know. I’m going on break.”

			“If this isn’t a good time . . .” Phoebe started to say.

			“It’s fine,” Becca said. “Call me back on my cell phone in two minutes. I’ll be outside on break.”

			Phoebe scribbled down the number Becca gave her in her memo pad, waited two minutes, and called. Becca picked up after the first ring.

			“Where were we?” she asked.

			“You said everyone in the family was crazy.”

			“Uh huh. Well for starters, there’s Sam and Lisa’s dad, right? He was an odd one. Moody as hell. He almost never left the house, a real recluse. He offed himself that summer. He’d tried before, but they had found him in time.”

			They were both silent a few seconds. Phoebe guessed from the way Becca was breathing that she had a cigarette going.

			“Then there was their grandma, their mom’s ma,” Rebecca continued. “She was nutty as could be. Lived with her father all her life until she had the stroke. No wonder her husband left. Her dad was a creepy old man, that’s what my mother always said. The town doctor, but half the folks went to the next town because they didn’t want his cold hands anywhere near them. Now Sam and Lisa’s mom, Phyllis, she turned out okay. But Hazel drank like a fish, hid bottles in the garage and the shrubs. Sometimes Gerald and I would find them and take a sip. Real rotgut, bottom-shelf stuff. It’s no wonder she was such a drunk. Growing up in that house. Getting pregnant so young.”

			“You mean with Evie?”

			“Nah, this was before Evie. She had the baby at home. Her grandfather delivered it. Stillborn, that’s what they said. But people in town, my mother for one, they say they heard a baby crying in that house for some time after.”

			“So what happened to it?” Phoebe asked.

			Rebecca sighed. “Don’t know. Maybe it really did die eventually. Maybe creepy old Grandpa sacrificed it to the dark lord and drank its blood.”

			Phoebe shivered.

			“Just kidding,” Rebecca said. “Probably the lucky kid got adopted into some other normal family.”

			“What about Lisa?” Phoebe asked. “What was she like?”

			Becca was silent a minute. “Everyone said she was just imaginative. But there was more to it than that. She saw things. Heard voices. She said the trees and birds and frogs and shit all talked to her. Would you say a girl like that’s just imaginative, or would you think she needed some hardcore psych meds?”

			Phoebe nodded, even though Becca couldn’t see her. “So what do you think happened to her?”

			“I think what I’ve always thought. Teilo came for her and took her to the land of the fairies.”

			“Seriously?” Phoebe said.

			“Look,” Becca answered, “I gotta go. I shouldn’t even be talking to you. If he finds out . . .”

			“If who finds out?” Phoebe asked.

			“Forget it. You want to know what happened to Lisa, you ask Sammy what he saw in the woods that night.”

			“But Sam wasn’t in the woods,” Phoebe said.

			Becca laughed. “You ask him how he got that big old scar on his chest,” she said, then hung up.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 20

			Lisa

			JUNE 10 AND 11, FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

			“Were you spying on me?” Evie’s breath was hot on her cheek. Lisa had just come out of the woods after watching Gerald and Pinkie head down to Reliance with the backpack Evie had given them. Evie had been lying in wait in the tall grass, and as soon as Lisa got into the yard, Evie pounced, tackling her. Now Evie was on top of her, pinning her down.

			“No, I wasn’t spying,” Lisa said, struggling to get a breath. “I just went for a walk.” Evie was sitting on her stomach, leaning over her chest. She held Lisa’s arms up above her head. Evie outweighed Lisa by at least a good thirty pounds. She wasn’t going anywhere. The key on a string dangled down from Evie’s neck, hitting Lisa’s face.

			“Bullcrap. You were following me.”

			“I didn’t even know you were out here. Now get off me!”

			Evie’s grip tightened on Lisa’s arms.

			“Please?” Lisa begged. “I’m kinda suffocating here.”

			Evie rolled off her.

			“I think you should stay out of the woods. Quit going down to that cellar hole,” Evie said. She took out her knife and started to use it to cut one blade of grass at a time, making a neat little pile.

			“Why?” Lisa asked, squinting at her cousin. “Don’t you get it? Whatever’s going on down in Reliance is the most magical thing that’s ever happened to me, to any of us. Don’t you want to figure out what’s happening here?”

			It wasn’t like Evie to want to give anything up or leave any mystery unsolved. Evie wasn’t acting much like Evie these days. The old Evie would have clobbered the crap out of Gerald before conspiring with him in the woods.

			But then again, no one in her family was being very normal. Maybe there was a spell on all of them. A curse from a wicked witch.

			“Because this is getting too weird. At first I thought it was just someone playing a joke, you know? But now I’m thinking it’s kind of creepy. And what if it’s like . . . like a trap or something?” Evie turned, continued adding to her grass pile.

			Lisa laughed. “It’s not a trap,” she said.

			“How do you know?” Evie asked.

			“Because they wouldn’t do something like that.”

			“They?”

			“The fairies,” Lisa explained.

			Evie shook her head. “Jeez-us!” She stabbed the knife hard into the lawn so that only the handle stuck out. “This isn’t one of your freaking stories, Lisa. This is real life.”

			“Exactly,” Lisa said. “And that’s why I keep going back. Because this is really happening. They’re down there. And before the summer’s over, I’m going to find a way to prove it.”

			“Just say you’re right,” Evie said. “Say the fairies are real. What if it was them that made that whole town disappear?”

			“Exactly!” said Lisa, excited that Evie was finally starting to get the importance of what was happening.

			Evie shook her head, pulled the knife out of the ground, and wiped the dirty blade off on her sleeve. “If they did that to a whole town, just think what they could do to one twelve-year-old girl.”

			Lisa took a breath, watched Evie clean her knife. The fairies weren’t dangerous. How could Evie think they were?

			“You shouldn’t be down there alone,” Evie said.

			Maybe it wasn’t that Evie was worried or scared about what was happening in Reliance. Maybe she was just jealous.

			“Okay,” Lisa agreed, crossing her fingers behind her back. “We’ll go together next time.”

			“Promise you won’t sneak off on your own?”

			“Promise.”

			Evie put her knife in its sheath and lay down on her back in the grass beside Lisa. She blew out a long, dramatic breath.

			Lisa turned to Evie. “I think it’s sweet that you want to protect me,” she whispered. “But I don’t really need protecting.” She felt Evie’s body stiffen beside her. Lisa pushed herself up on her elbow and studied her cousin. Evie’s body seemed all wrong to Lisa. Her forehead too broad, her nose too small for her round face. It was like Evie was put together from a bunch of mismatched parts.

			“Evie?”

			“Yeah?”

			“I heard my mom yelling at you earlier. About Gerald. It sounded bad.”

			Evie chomped on her lower lip and shrugged. “It wasn’t too bad, I guess. Aunt Phyllis said I’d gone too far. And that I need to stay away from Gerald. His mom’s real pissed. His arm’s broken in three places.” She gave the tiniest hint of a smile.

			Lisa nodded, thinking her mom’s warning must not have sunk in at all if Evie was already having secret meetings with Gerald.

			“Has your mom said anything to you lately? About my dad, I mean?”

			Evie was quiet a minute, staring up at the sky. “Nah,” she said at last.

			“What do you think? About Da? Does he seem any better to you?”

			“I don’t know, Lisa.”

			“That’s bull. Tell me the truth, Evie. This is me.”

			She sighed, turned onto her side, inching a little closer to Lisa. Her breath smelled sweet and fruity. “He seems the same, I guess. No better, no worse.”

			“He’s like a zombie,” Lisa said. “Some days I look at him and I don’t think he’s inside there at all. I talk to him, get right up in his face, and whisper in his ear, and he just looks right through me.”

			She thought of the Red Sox cap she’d found in the woods—the one Pinkie’s bogeyman had been wearing. Was it possible Da had gotten up? If it wasn’t him, who’d taken his hat?

			“It’s like he’s an empty husk,” Lisa continued. “I don’t know if it’s the sickness or all the medicine they’ve got him on.”

			Evie chewed her lip, considering. “A little of both, probably. But he’s in there, still. I can tell.”

			Lisa shook her head. “I feel like I don’t have a dad at all anymore.” As soon as she said it, she realized it was a dumb thing to say to Evie, who’d never known her dad. No one even knew who her dad was. When Hazel got pregnant at sixteen, everyone had their theories—it was a married man with a family of his own; she was raped; it was the retarded janitor in the nursing home where she worked weekends; it was one of the male residents of the home. Lisa had grown up hearing everyone around her discuss it in hushed conversation: her parents, the people in Jenny’s Café, even old ladies who volunteered at the town library—they all wondered who Evie’s father might be.

			“I’m sorry,” Lisa told her. “That was a dumb-ass thing to say.”

			Evie shook her head. “Don’t worry about it.”

			“Do you ever think about it?” Lisa asked. “Who your dad might be?”

			She didn’t answer.

			“Evie?”

			“No one would believe us if we told.”

			Lisa sat up. “So what? You’re saying you know who he is? She told you?”

			“Forget it,” Evie said.

			“Evie.” She put her hand on Evie’s arm. “You’re not allowed to keep secrets from me, remember? Especially not something this big.”

			Evie frowned, plucked up a handful of grass. “There’s a lot you don’t know,” she said.

			“So tell me,” Lisa said. Lisa crossed her fingers, showed them to Evie. “We’re like this, you and me. Remember?”

			Evie closed her eyes. “Remember what I said about how I started going to church?”

			“Yeah.”

			“There’s this picture there, in stained glass. It’s the Virgin Mary. She’s got on that blue robe, and her face is all serene and peaceful. But you look down, and there, under her bare foot, is this huge snake. And she’s holding it there, crushing it.”

			Lisa nodded. She couldn’t imagine where Evie was going with this, but she wanted her to keep talking. Maybe it would be like a ball rolling downhill—once she started, she’d just keep going, faster and faster, until everything was out and there were no more secrets.

			“Sometimes when I’m there, I just scrunch down in the pew and stare at that window. And you know what I’m thinking? I’m thinking—I know how that feels. The snake is like . . . like evil, like secrets, and she’s trying to hold it there, to crush it. And maybe she can, ’cause she’s Mary, she’s the mother of Jesus, but who am I? I’m nobody.” Evie’s eyes were full of tears.

			“Evie,” Lisa said, reaching out to stroke Evie’s unruly hair. “If you’d just . . .”

			“Bioluminescence!” Sammy appeared at their feet, a jar of fireflies in one hand, a net in the other.

			“What?” Lisa said, furious that he’d interrupted them. Now Evie would never talk. Evie sat up, rubbing her eyes hard, blinking at Sam.

			“Fireflies. Glowworms. Deep-sea marine life. Maybe there are other insects that can do it. Something that hasn’t been discovered yet. Maybe that’s what we saw in the woods.”

			He was studying the fireflies in the glass mason jar, blinking green lights.

			“What we saw wasn’t fireflies!” Lisa snapped. “Or any distant cousins of fireflies.”

			“Right,” Sam said. “Because fairies are the logical choice. Why not leprechauns?”

			Evie laughed and said, “Yeah, like the Lucky Charms guy. Magically delicious.”

			“Would you get serious?” Lisa scolded.

			Evie nodded and said, “I’m so serious. This is big, Lisa. Really big. Maybe it is the wee folk and they’ve come to take you to a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow!”

			Lisa couldn’t believe this was the same person who’d just been telling her about the stained-glass window.

			Sammy started singing a horrible, chortling rendition of “Somewhere Over the Rainbow” while Evie quit laughing long enough to gasp, “Stop! You’re going to make me pee myself!”

			“Would you guys quit it!” Lisa yelled. They only laughed harder, both their faces bright red.

			“You’re just jealous,” Lisa said, but they were too busy making fun to even hear her.

			She turned away from Evie and Sam, looked at the old penny and the Saint Christopher medal on her bracelet. It didn’t matter what the others thought. Maybe these gifts had a purpose, a reason. Maybe they told a story. Or maybe they were something she’d need at some point—magic charms. Talismans.

			There was one thing she was sure of—she was ready to take the next step. And Evie and Sam weren’t going to be a part of it.

			That night, once she was sure Evie was sound asleep, Lisa snuck back out to the cellar hole on her own and left a note folded neatly under a pile of sugar cubes.

			I want to meet you. Please.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 21

			Phoebe

			JUNE 11, PRESENT DAY

			“We’re on our own tonight,” Evie called from the kitchen when Phoebe came through the door, drawn in by an intoxicatingly sweet smell.

			“I baked a cake,” Evie said. “From that Betty Crocker mix you got. I was going to make pasta, but since it’s just you and me, I thought maybe we could skip the pasta and go right for the cake.”

			“Where’s Sam?” Phoebe asked, doing her best not to sound pissed off or disappointed. She headed into the kitchen, watched Evie (who was wearing the python draped around her neck like a scarf) spread blobs of canned vanilla frosting onto the pink, strawberry-flavored cake. Just looking at it made Phoebe’s teeth hurt. But the idea of cake for dinner sounded perfect. It was something Sam would never consent to. And the food they cooked at home was always so wholesome—it was nice to take a little break. Even when they went out, it was often to the vegan place Sam loved where everything tasted like paste and she’d once had the misfortune of ordering macaroni and “cheese,” not realizing it would be spelt noodles covered in mashed tofu and white beans.

			Cake for dinner probably wasn’t the best thing for the baby, but it was better than nothing, right? And these days, with her stomach the way it was, she was just grateful that anything at all appealed to her, even if it was pure sugar.

			“He left a message on the machine. He’s working late, then having dinner with his mom.”

			Phoebe felt herself stiffen. Sam ate regular dinners there once a month, and when he did, he always brought Phoebe along. Did this mean he’d go straight to Reliance on his own from there? Was he going to tell his mother the truth about everything? Confide in her now that he’d pretty much shut Phoebe out.

			“Great,” she said, a fake smile plastered on her face. “All the more for you and me.”

			Phoebe allowed herself one beer even though she knew she shouldn’t. She justified this by telling herself that she might not be keeping the baby anyway. Not with things with Sam the way they were. But if they were to make a choice, that particular choice, they’d have to move quickly, which meant she needed to take the first step and tell him she was pregnant. But how, with him being so distant? What was she supposed to do—leave him a cell phone message? An e-mail? A note tucked under the wiper of his truck?

			“This is really good,” Phoebe said, diving into her second piece of cake. “Wait until Sam hears what he missed. He’s probably suffering through one of his mom’s tofu casseroles right now,” Phoebe said. Idiot. How could he just ditch her like that? On this of all nights.

			She reached into the pocket of her khakis and touched the little bag of teeth. It was silly, really, keeping it with her. But she felt like it somehow tied her to Lisa. Like if she held on to it, maybe she’d stand a chance of finding out the truth. Phoebe didn’t consider herself a superstitious person, but she believed there was more to this world than meets the eye. And carrying around a few ancient horse teeth for luck couldn’t hurt, could it? When she’d called Sam’s mom to report what Dr. Ostrum said about the teeth, Phyllis had thanked her. Phoebe offered to drop them off, and Phyllis said, “No need to bother, dear. Why don’t you keep them? It seems a fitting addition to your odd little collection.”

			If the teeth were a treasure of Lisa’s, then Evie might remember them. Maybe she’d even know the story behind them.

			Phoebe pulled the bag from her pocket, placed it on the table.

			Evie pushed back in her chair, nearly losing her balance, as if Phoebe had just dropped a severed limb onto the table.

			“Where did you get that?” Evie looked at Phoebe with fear and suspicion.

			“It was Lisa’s,” Phoebe said.

			“I know,” Evie said. “The teeth. All those ugly yellow teeth. They were the first gift he left for her. Before she even knew who he was. He came into her room and left them on her goddamn bed.”

			“He?”

			“Teilo. Where’d you get them, Phoebe? Was it Sam? Did he have Lisa’s teeth?”

			“They’re horse teeth. Old horse teeth.”

			“I know what they are,” Evie said. She was breathing faster now, struggling a little with each inhalation. “But I don’t think you do. You shouldn’t have them, Phoebe. Anything of Teilo’s, it’s full of magic. Bad magic. It links you to him. Do you understand?”

			Phoebe nodded, put the teeth back in her pocket. “I don’t believe in magic,” she said.

			“You will,” Evie said.

			They ate in silence, forks scraping against plates. Their chewing seemed unnaturally loud.

			“Sorry I freaked out like that,” Evie said as she stood to clear the table. There was only one square of cake left, and they’d decided to save it for Sam. “The teeth always kind of creeped me out. And I wasn’t expecting to see them again. I thought Lisa had them with her when she left. The teeth and the charm bracelet. The two things she was never without. Her goddamn gifts from the fairies.” Evie set the dishes back down on the table, reached into her pocket for her cigarettes. Phoebe knew she should stop her, knew Sam would throw a fit when he came home and smelled cigarette smoke, but what was she supposed to do? It wasn’t like she could tell Evie to step outside to light up. “So where’d you get them, Phoebe? Did Sam have them?”

			“No. Of course not. Why would Sam have had them?”

			“I don’t know. I thought maybe you could tell me. He was the last one to see her that night. And I always thought . . .”

			“What?” Phoebe asked, sounding more defensive than she’d meant.

			“That he knew more than he was saying.”

			Phoebe considered this, wondering if Sam knew something more about Lisa’s disappearance. Mr. Lisa-was-taken-and-there’s-nothing-we-can-do-about-it-so-let’s-all-just-get-on-with-our-lives. Was it possible he was keeping something from them? Some secret he’d been carrying for fifteen years but which was slowly, steadily clawing its way to the surface? It would certainly help explain why he was acting like such a freak lately.

			She remembered her conversation with Becca: there are things Sam’s not telling you.

			“I know it’s been hard on you two with me staying here,” Evie said.

			Phoebe shook her head. “Not at all.” She managed another smile, which she sensed Evie saw right through. Evie pushed the hair back out of her eyes.

			“Been awhile since I’ve visited the salon,” she said apologetically.

			“I could cut it,” Phoebe said, worried she’d sounded a tad too enthusiastic. “I mean, if you want me to. I cut Sam’s hair. And do some of the grooming at the clinic—not that I’m comparing you to a poodle or anything, but I can handle a pair of scissors.”

			“I’d love it,” Evie said. “Do whatever you want. When I was a kid, I let my hair get so badly tangled once that my mom had to shave me bald. Some people have the head for it. Mine’s all lumpy. Lisa said it looked like a stubbly potato.”

			Phoebe laughed. “No potato haircut. I promise.”

			They pulled the kitchen table to one side. Evie grabbed a chair and Phoebe fetched the scissors.

			“So what’s the story with this?” Phoebe asked, touching the key dangling from the chain around Evie’s neck.

			“Lisa gave it to me. She told me this story that summer about two sisters who went on an adventure with a magic key that was supposed to save them. She said this was the key.”

			Phoebe walked around Evie, trying to visualize how to turn the dark tangled mop of hair into something a little more stylish.

			“Wanna know the crazy thing? I’ve worn it every day since. I guess I somehow had this idea that one of these days I’d get the chance to use it—that maybe this dumb key was going to help me save Lisa. Stupid, huh?”

			“I don’t think it’s stupid at all.”

			“I thought you didn’t believe in magic,” Evie said.

			“I don’t. But I believe in hope.” She went back to studying Evie’s hair, wondering where to begin.

			“Full moon tonight,” Evie said, as if Phoebe didn’t know.

			“Yeah,” she said.

			“Do you think he’s going to go?” Evie asked. “To Reliance?”

			“I have no idea,” Phoebe admitted. “We were planning to go together, but he hasn’t said anything about it in days. Maybe he’s decided to just let the whole thing go. To try to forget about it. He’s kind of perfected it to an art over all these years, so why change anything now?” She bit her lip, thinking she’d said too much. The beer had gotten to her, made her feel warm and open. She ran her fingers through Evie’s hair, deciding to start at the front.

			Sam’s warnings echoed in her head: Evie shouldn’t be trusted. There was something going on with her and Lisa that summer.

			“Sam wasn’t always this way, you know,” Evie told her as she started cutting.

			“What way is that?”

			“Closed down. When he was a little boy, he was this fresh, bright-eyed kid—excited all the time, talking nonstop about whatever came into his head. He couldn’t keep a secret if you paid him. Until the fairies came.” Evie’s face darkened.

			“So you were there for all of it?” Phoebe asked, tugging at Evie’s bangs, shortening them by several inches with one quick snip of the scissors. “What was it like? When they first came?”

			Evie closed her eyes, smiled. “First, there were the bells. It was dusk, and we were supposed to be back in the yard before dark, but we followed Lisa over to the other side of the hill. We heard these bells, like wind chimes almost, this tiny tinkling sound coming from Reliance. Lisa saw them first. Little dots of light, flitting from one place to the next.”

			“What? Like lightning bugs?” Phoebe asked. She worked carefully to trim the hair around Evie’s left ear, noticing that it was pierced in three places but that she wore no earrings.

			Evie shook her head. “Not at all. It was little white lights, bright and dancing from leaf to leaf, branch to branch, chasing each other down into the old cellar holes. We chased after them, but they all disappeared.

			“Lisa knew just what they were. ‘Fairies,’ she said. She was so excited. The next day, we were back in the cellar hole leaving them gifts. Lisa said that maybe then, if we left presents, they’d let us see them.”

			“And did they?” Phoebe asked, pausing to step back and assess the back of her hair before she continued cutting. She decided to try to do some layers in the back—something Sam never let her do. Evie’s hair was beautiful really, now that it was combed and clean. It was thick and had a natural wave.

			“No. Not Sammy and me anyway. It was Lisa they wanted. She was the one Teilo came for.” Evie’s face twitched a little. Phoebe tried to imagine what it must have been like to be the odd girl out. The one not chosen by the Fairy King. And if Evie and Lisa were as tight as Sam suggested, then it must have been horrible to have Lisa choose the Fairy King over Evie.

			“So you never saw him? Never heard him?”

			Evie shook her head, which Phoebe grabbed with both her hands, reminding Evie to keep still while she was cutting. “Only Lisa. She said she was the chosen one.”

			“But how do you know she wasn’t making it up? Or that this Teilo wasn’t just some weird pervert hiding in the bushes pretending to be the King of the Fairies?”

			Evie sighed and was quiet a moment. Phoebe worked the scissors across the back of her head.

			“I don’t, I guess. I mean, we were a little doubtful—Sammy especially. But she was so . . .  so caught up in it. Giddy. And she came out of that cellar hole with these little trinkets, gifts from Teilo. They were proof.”

			“But they were just everyday objects, right? A coin, a Catholic medal? Nothing otherworldly about that.”

			Evie brought her fingers to her lips, chewed on the nails. “I guess not,” she said at last. “We were kids, Phoebe. Lisa told us the fairies were real, that their king came, and there was no point arguing with her. I guess you had to know Lisa for that to make sense. She was so stubborn. And more than that. She was sort of enchanted. Exactly the kind of person the King of the Fairies might come for.”

			Evie said this with an expression that was both wistful and slightly bitter.

			Phoebe had worked her way back around to the front, facing Evie and trying to make the right side match the left.

			“So what do you think happened to her then?” she asked.

			“I think”—Evie hesitated, closed her eyes, then opened them—“I think she went with Teilo.”

			“What? To the fairy kingdom? Come on, Evie! You can’t tell me you really believe that.”

			“Maybe we’ll find out tonight.”

			“Do you think it’s really possible,” Phoebe said, stepping back to admire the finished haircut, “that Lisa’s still alive? That it could really be her?”

			Evie brushed the hair off her shoulders and stood up.

			“The biggest lesson I learned that summer, the one I’ve carried with me my whole life, is that anything is possible.”

			Phoebe smiled at her, reached out her hand to take Evie’s, which was cool and clammy.

			“Do you really believe that?” Phoebe asked.

			“Absolutely,” Evie said, smiling.

			“Then come with me,” Phoebe said.

			She led Evie to the front door.

			Evie pulled away from her, her face sweaty and panicked. “I can’t,” she said.

			Phoebe took her hand again. “Just one step out the door. I’ll be right there with you. One step, Evie. Remember, anything’s possible.”

			Evie bit her lower lip, closed her eyes, and held her hand out to Phoebe. Phoebe opened the door and they stepped through together. They stood on the top step leading down to the driveway, the rising moon lighting up their faces.

			“Open your eyes,” she said in her calmest voice.

			Evie did.

			“See,” Phoebe said. “You did it.” Evie locked eyes with her. At first, Evie looked frightened, then for just the briefest second it was as if a shade lifted and Phoebe could see someone else in there. Someone brave, sure of herself. More confident than Phoebe herself, even.

			And just then, Sam came wheeling into the driveway in his pickup. The shade slammed shut and Evie clawed at Phoebe’s hand, sucking in air with a wheezing fish-out-of-water gulp. Sam jumped out of the cab, face flushed.

			“I’m on my way to Reliance,” he said. “You coming?”

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 22

			Lisa

			JUNE 12, FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

			In all the stories, it’s the same. The girl is ordinary. The girl is dull. But she is kind, has a good heart. Maybe she’s got a wicked stepmother. Maybe her stepsisters are fat and ugly and have dresses much fancier than hers. Maybe her father’s taken her deep into the heart of the forest and left her there.

			Lisa knew her own story started just like theirs: Once upon a time.

			Once upon a time there was a girl who could talk to the animals. A girl who lived next to a village where all of the people had disappeared. All but her great-grandfather, a tiny squalling baby left behind, tears and snot running rivers down his pink piggy face. His blood was in her veins. The salt inside it lucky somehow.

			And she was a lucky girl. She knew that now, more than ever. Because she’d been given a magical gift, something straight out of a fairy tale: a book written by the King of the Fairies himself.

			“You put the book there yourself,” Sammy said.

			“How can you say that?” Lisa demanded. “Just look at it! Look how old it is.”

			“You told us you wouldn’t go back there on your own,” Evie said. “You promised!” Her voice crackled, and for the first time ever, Lisa thought Evie might swing out and hit her. She waited for it, bracing herself, but Evie stood still, her breathing getting louder and louder.

			Lisa had found the book down in the cellar hole that morning: a gift wrapped in wide green leaves, bound with thin vines, a purple foxglove with a spotted throat on top.

			The note she’d left the fairies was gone.

			Lisa had opened the package and found a book inside with a worn and tattered green cover. The paper looked old, the cover stitched on with heavy black thread. She ran her fingers over the letters on the cover: The Book of Fairies. Above it, a strange symbol painted in gold—an upside-down number 4 with a circle at the bottom.

			She opened the book, squinted in the early morning light to make out the words. Flipping through, she found sections called “Fairy History,” “Fairy Legends,” “Fairies and Humans.” At the end of the book there was a page that began, If you wish to cross over to the land of the fairies. . .

			There was a recipe for fairy tea that involved steeping the flowers and leaves of foxglove, adding honey, and letting the mixture sit for several days.

			Lisa had closed the book and climbed out of the cellar hole, heart pounding because she knew that now she had it: proof that the fairies existed.

			“That’s easy to fake,” Sammy said. “Stain the paper, singe the edges. You’ve taken this fairy crap too far, Lisa.”

			“So I went to the trouble of writing the book myself, making up page after page, carefully putting it all down in handwriting that looks nothing like my own? Right. Come on, Mr. Logic. Be logical, would ya?”

			Sam shook his head.

			“Just look at the book, Sam. It’s full of all kinds of stuff. The King of the Fairies, his name is Teilo. He’s been here a long, long time. And I know what we have to do next. It says right here in the book what we have to do if we want to meet him.”

			Evie’s face twisted into a pained expression. “What?”

			“We just have to promise him something—you know, to prove we’re taking it seriously. And he’ll grant our wishes. And let us see him. Can you believe it? Can you believe how lucky we are?”

			Sammy shook his head. “What I can’t believe is how nuts you are. No way am I promising anything to one of your invisible friends!”

			“What do you think, Evie?” Lisa asked. “You’d do it, wouldn’t you? He’s offering to grant us any wish, and to let us see him.”

			“Oh great. Ask her,” Sammy said. He stormed off through the tall grass, which moved like waves in the wind.

			“I think we should tell people about the fairies,” Evie said, making a determined bulldog face with her lower jaw jutted out. “Show them the book.”

			“No,” Lisa argued. “The book says we have to keep all this a secret. If we tell, they’ll go away and never come back. And if we don’t keep it a secret, bad things might happen.”

			Evie raised her eyebrows. “Bad things?”

			“I don’t know exactly, but the book warns not to cross them. The fairies can grant wishes, bring good luck, but if you get on their bad side . . .”

			Evie shivered. “But Lisa, if there is this whole other race of beings living on the back of this hill, that’s like the greatest discovery of all time. And this, right here,” she said, shaking the book, “this is proof! We could be famous all over the world.”

			“I don’t want to be famous,” Lisa said, snatching the book back from Evie.

			“What do you want?” she asked.

			Lisa thought a minute. “I want to know what it’s like there. On the other side. In Teilo’s world.”

			And maybe, she thought, maybe this book is the key. Maybe the fairies have a potion that could bring Da back. There were directions at the end for crossing over to the Fairy Realm, weren’t there? Would she ever have the guts to follow them? The courage to leave behind everything she knew and loved?

			“Promise me,” Lisa said. “Swear you won’t breathe a word of this to anyone.”

			Evie nodded solemnly.

			“And think about what I said. With one little promise to Teilo, we can get anything we ask for.”

			Evie chewed her lip.

			“If you could wish for anything,” Lisa said, “no matter how big, how impossible, what would you wish for?”

			Evie didn’t answer. She kicked at the ground with her huge work boot. Lisa hugged The Book of Fairies to her chest.

			The question hung in the air between them like a golden bubble, all shiny and radiant, neither of them daring to answer out loud.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 23

			Phoebe

			JUNE 11, PRESENT DAY

			“I thought she couldn’t go outside,” Sam said, eyes straight ahead on the road.

			“She can’t. Couldn’t. I’m trying to help her, Sam. I’ve been doing some research on agoraphobia.”

			“Great, Bee. That’s just great.” He gripped the wheel tighter, rubbed it hard with his thumbs. The cab of Sam’s truck was tidy—no crumbs or food wrappers. His travel mug with the Vermont Public Radio logo was resting in the cup holder. Phoebe knew without opening it that the glove box was neat and organized—insurance and registration on top, manual and maps underneath. Hers was stuffed full of leaking ketchup packets, napkins, and receipts.

			They traveled in silence a few minutes, passing the Maple Hills Credit Union and Al’s Quality Southern Used Cars. Phoebe wondered what they’d find when they got to Reliance—if it was really possible that Lisa would be there, waiting. The full moon was just up over the mountains, bright and reddish. Like blood, Phoebe thought, then stopped herself. Raspberries, she decided. Currants. Cranberries maybe. The moons all have names, she knew, but which one was this? The planter’s moon? Strawberry moon?

			She touched her belly.

			Tell him, she begged herself. Open your goddamn mouth and speak.

			She reached over and took his hand, which rested on the shift lever. She gave it a squeeze. “I love you, you know,” she said. He grunted, kept his eyes on the road.

			It was no secret that everyone had expected Sam to do better than a woman like Phoebe. And she sensed that some—Sam’s mother in particular (though Phoebe knew Phyllis would never come right out and say it)—blamed Phoebe for Sam’s apparent inability to live up to his potential. He’d gone to college after all, studied philosophy and art, and yet here he was cutting trees for a living. Phoebe herself was no great success story, having barely graduated from high school, then taken a string of low-wage service jobs, scooping ice cream, waiting tables, answering telephones. When they had dinner with his college friends and they all got to talking about French philosophers and politics, her mind went numb.

			“Well, what do you think, Bee?” some well-meaning girl in natural fiber clothing would ask. Phoebe would shrug or give some totally inconclusive answer that made everyone in the room look at her with their isn’t-it-a-shame-bright-Sam-ended-up-with-a-complete-dolt looks. Then, if she’d had enough to drink, she’d play it up, act like some dumb hick—cussing up a storm, saying “ain’t” and dropping the g’s at the end of words: I ain’t foolin’. Sam would roll his eyes, amused and irritated all at once, but he never really got why she did it. She was not from their world and never would be. Sam said it didn’t matter—that he loved her for who she was, but she knew better. One day he’d wake up and realize she was ten years older and light-years behind. And telling him she was pregnant could be viewed as just a sad and desperate attempt to hold on to him, to get him to commit to a relationship that was obviously beneath him.

			“Pathetic,” she mumbled out loud.

			“What?” he asked.

			“Nothin’,” she said, dropping the g on purpose, slouching down into the seat.

			They were coming into Harmony now. Sam’s headlights illuminated the Lord’s Prayer rock.

			Sam turned right onto Main Street. They passed the general store with the neon CLOSED sign lit. The letter board in front of the Methodist Church said STRAWBERRY FEST SAT 9–1. SHORTCAKE, PIES, MRS LAROUCHES WORLD-FAMOUS JAM!

			“Thanks,” Phoebe said, sitting up straight again, fiddling with her trucker belt buckle for luck with all this, “for coming to pick me up. I thought maybe you’d gone alone.”

			Sam didn’t respond. Just drove in silence, chewing his lower lip—a boyish gesture that reminded Phoebe of Evie. Then she remembered Evie’s description of Sam.

			Excited all the time, talking nonstop about whatever came into his head. He couldn’t keep a secret if you paid him. Until the fairies came.

			They turned onto Spruce Street.

			“So what’s the plan?” Phoebe asked.

			“Plan?”

			“You’re not going to park near your mom’s place, are you?”

			They were just passing it now. The lights were all out, the curtains drawn. Phoebe remembered little Sam’s face in the upper window all those years ago. The girl in pink asking, “Are you here to see the fairies?” She remembered the glove she’d been shown—the leather stained, an extra finger sewn on with heavy black thread.

			“Nah. I thought I’d circle around and park along Rangley Road. We’ll have to cut through the woods, but I think we can find our way.”

			And what’ll we do if we find her? she wanted to ask.

			Sam had a flashlight, but it did little good. The woods were thick, dark, and impenetrable. The moon above them seemed nearly as bright as the sun, but little of the light was able to make it through the thick canopy of leaves above. Phoebe held on to the back of Sam’s T-shirt, sure that if she let go, she’d be left behind, lost.

			“Are you sure this is right?” Phoebe asked, her ankle slamming against yet another rock. She hated what a girly girl she acted like sometimes when she was with him. Brave strong man, please put my simple mind at ease and reassure me that you’ve got it under control. It made her want to gag.

			“No, Bee, I’m not sure. I think so.”

			“It feels like we’re lost.”

			Sam gave an exasperated sigh. “We’re headed in the right direction. The hill is in front of us, and Reliance is somewhere on this side of it. I’ve never come at it from this direction before. And Christ, I haven’t been here in fifteen years! Things have grown in a little since then. It looks totally different.”

			If he’d had a map and compass, Phoebe knew he’d be checking them now.

			“You never came back? After Lisa disappeared?”

			He stopped walking, sighed. “Not really. I tried a couple of times, but it felt all wrong. Like trespassing.” He started walking again, the beam of the flashlight moving from tree to tree. Paper birches stood like ghosts. An owl let out a chortling cry.

			“Barred owl,” Sam said, because that was the thing with Sam, wasn’t it? He was always teaching her things, filling her head with these golden nuggets.

			She thought of the owl he’d carried in to the clinic, limp and full of buckshot. Sam’s arm was a mess of cuts and scratches from the owl fighting him, not understanding he was trying to save it. He still had the faintest scar by his right elbow, if you knew right where to look.

			She thought of Becca’s advice: Ask Sam what he saw in the woods that night. Ask him how he got that big old scar on his chest.

			Had Sam really been out here the night Lisa was taken?

			What had he seen?

			“It’s hard to imagine a town ever having been here,” Phoebe said, looking around at the dense forest.

			What she was really thinking was, it’s hard to imagine that she’d ever been anywhere near there. Hard to imagine herself at twenty, being led through the woods by a girl in pink with scabby arms. Hard to believe any of it was real—the yellow police tape, the strange six-fingered glove inside the paper sack.

			She had her secrets. Sam had his. And it seemed like it was too late to start fessing up now.

			“It was a long time ago,” Sam said. “And it was hardly a town by today’s standards. More like a little village. Half a dozen houses, some barns, a blacksmith shop, and a church. There’s an old well out here, too. We have to be careful where we step.”

			Great, Phoebe thought. As if she could even see where she was stepping.

			She thought of the rumors about Reliance: the whole town being swallowed up, people losing dogs, the music and voices people said they heard from deep in the woods.

			Was it possible for a place to be evil?

			Were there really doors to other worlds?

			It didn’t seem likely, but the idea caught in her brain like a hamster in a wheel spinning around and around.

			“So what exactly are we looking for?” Phoebe asked.

			“Rocks. Some big squarish pits in the ground, where the foundations of the buildings used to be. That’s about it.”

			“Jesus,” Phoebe said. “I don’t think—”

			“Shh!” Sam hissed, coming to a dead halt, making Phoebe run into him. “Listen.”

			Gripping his bunched-up shirttail with one hand, wrapping the other around his chest, she clung to him, listening. The owl was silent now. She heard crickets. The high-pitched trill of a toad. But there was something else off in the distance, something that didn’t belong.

			“Bells,” she said. Sam’s body grew rigid.

			“This way,” he said, and he took off quickly, breaking her hold, the T-shirt slipping out of her hand.

			“Wait,” she hissed, scrambling behind him, her eyes on the swath of light cutting through the darkness as he ran.

			Her toe caught a root and she nearly lost her balance, saving herself by blindly reaching out and grabbing a spindly tree that bent with her weight. The beam from Sam’s flashlight was farther ahead now, a shimmering mirage through the trees.

			“Sam!” Phoebe called. “Slow down!” She pushed off and fumbled slowly through the darkness, feeling her way. She shuffled her feet carefully, feeling for stones and trees, her arms swinging in great arcs in front of her as she struggled to keep her eyes on Sam’s light, now farther away than ever.

			The bell sound got louder.

			She remembered Sam’s words: We saw something.

			But what?

			And what would she see when and if she finally caught up with him?

			And what, she wondered in a moment of blind panic, would she do if she never caught up with him? If she got to Reliance and found him gone? His flashlight and shoe left behind at the bottom of an old cellar hole.

			“Sam,” she moaned. “Please.”

			Don’t leave me.

			She touched her belly.

			Don’t leave us.

			Phoebe stumbled forward, branches clawing at her bare arms and face, as she moved toward the sound of the bells, toward the faint light dancing on the trees. It looked greenish. Was it Sam’s flashlight? Or something else?

			Up ahead, the forest was brighter, glowing and shimmering. She moved toward it, saw that the trees were thinning. She remembered the stories she’d heard of the green mist in Reliance, how some people claimed they’d seen a man walking out of it.

			Once more, she caught her foot on a rock and stumbled, but this time there was nothing to stop her fall.

			“Shit!” she yelped. She’d skinned her elbows and bashed her left knee hard against something. Looking around, she saw there were several tall, thin rocks jutting out of the ground around her. But these weren’t just rocks. They were gravestones.

			“Sam!” she called, scrambling desperately to her feet.

			The little cemetery was at the edge of a small clearing, the moon bright above her, illuminating the landscape. A breeze blew, and the shadows of the trees played in the moonlight at her feet. About ten yards to her left was Sam, holding the flashlight, pointing it down. She ran to him, carefully avoiding holes, ditches, mounds of rock, and trees.

			“Sam!” she said throwing her arms around him, his back still to her, damp through his T-shirt. Sam. Her Sam. He wasn’t lost forever. She peeked over his shoulder, saw that the beam of the flashlight was pointed down, into a cellar hole lined in rocks. There, crouched in the corner like an animal caught in a trap, was a woman with a pale face and dark, tangled hair. She stared up, eyes round, black, and hollow. Around her neck was a string of bells with a ratty old fabric pouch tied on at the bottom.

			“Lisa?” Phoebe breathed the word and the woman smiled but didn’t answer. She reached up and continued shaking the bells.

		

	


	
		
			PART II

			The Shadow People

			

	


	
		
			From The Book of Fairies

			
			If you receive a gift from the fairies, treasure it. Know that no matter how ordinary the object may seem, it is infused with fairy magic. Guard this object with your life. Tell no one where it has come from.

			When you are in possession of such a gift, you and the fairies are bound.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 24

			Phoebe

			JUNE 11, PRESENT DAY

			“Do you think it’s her?” Evie whispered. She was standing with Phoebe and Sam in the kitchen. The girl from the cellar hole was in the living room eating her third bowl of corn flakes with a quarter cup of sugar sprinkled on top. Before that, she’d finished off the leftover strawberry cake.

			“I don’t know,” said Sam, opening a bottle of beer. “It could be. But then again I was fooled by that woman at the cabin pretending to be Evie. What do you think?” he asked, turning to his cousin.

			“I’m not sure,” Evie said, chomping on her chapped lower lip, peering anxiously through the doorway into the living room where Lisa sat on the couch, noisily slurping milk out of her bowl. “It could be. But her eyes aren’t like I remember.”

			If anything, Evie seemed frightened of the girl. She kept her distance, looked down or away when the girl glanced in her direction. And was Evie so wrong? There was something spooky about the girl. Even the animals picked up on it, all of them panicking in their cages, as if a dog had come in.

			“Shit, Evie. Nothing about her is anything like the Lisa I remember. But does that mean it’s not her? I don’t know. And if it’s not her, who the hell is she and why’s she going around pretending to be my sister? If it is her, where’s she been all these years? And don’t either of you dare so much as mention the freaking land of the fairies.”

			“But Sam, the letter she left,” Evie said.

			“There are no fairies!” Sam said. “It’s all some made-up bullshit meant to lure little girls off and scare thickheaded people who don’t know any better.” Sam looked furious. “Let’s get real, huh?” he said, looking right at Evie. “If this is Lisa, how are we going to find out?”

			Phoebe guessed that the young woman they picked up was in her late twenties or early thirties, but there was a phantomlike quality about her that made her seem ageless. She had scraggly long dark hair and black jeans with holes in the knees. She wore a baggy lace-up blouse with long sleeves that looked like a leftover from a pirate costume. On her feet, which were caked with filth, was a pair of cheap drugstore flip-flops. Her skin was sallow and her teeth were in bad shape—yellow, brown in places. She carried nothing. Around her neck was the string of little brass bells, and tied at the bottom was a dingy cloth bag. The whole ride home, she hummed to herself and played with the bells around her neck. So far, she had ignored all their questions.

			“I just don’t know, Sam,” Evie said. “I wonder if maybe we should call your mom.”

			“No!” Sam shouted. “The last thing she needs is for us to get her hopes up and then find out it’s a hoax.”

			“I just thought,” said Evie, “that since she’s her mother and all, she might know, might have some mother’s intuition or whatever.”

			“We’re not calling her,” Sam said. “Not until we’re sure that this is really Lisa.”

			“But how are we going to find out?” Phoebe asked. She agreed that going to Phyllis right away was a bad idea, but she wasn’t sure where they should start.

			Sam groaned. “This is ridiculous! There’s got to be some way to find out.”

			“There’s DNA testing,” Phoebe suggested.

			“That could take forever,” Sam said. “There must be something we can do now. Something we can ask her that only Lisa would know.”

			Evie cleared her throat. “I don’t know that she’d be able to answer. She hasn’t been all that cooperative so far. We don’t even know that she’s capable of speaking.”

			“Well, we’ve gotta try,” Sam said, leading the way out of the kitchen into the living room. The girl from the woods was rocking in her chair, smiling into her empty bowl.

			“Would you like more cereal?” Phoebe asked.

			The girl shook her head. Tangles of matted dark hair fell across her face. Phoebe thought of stories she’d heard about feral children, boys and girls raised by wolves. Myths, surely.

			“What’s your name?” Sam asked.

			She clicked her spoon against the side of the bowl. Tap, tap, tap. Maybe she was trying communicate with Morse code.

			“If you’re really Lisa, then where have you been all these years?” he asked.

			She tapped so hard, Phoebe was afraid she’d cracked the bowl. Then she stared down at the dregs of milk and soggy cereal crumbs.

			“Say something, damn it!” Sam snapped in a tone that gave Phoebe chills. He was up on his feet, leaning toward their guest.

			The girl dropped her spoon and growled at Sam, showing her teeth like an angry dog. Sam backed away.

			Evie, who was still hovering in the doorway to the kitchen, flashed Sam a holy-shit look.

			“Lisa,” Phoebe said, placing her hand gently on the girl’s arm. She didn’t have a clue whether or not this was really Lisa, but for now, the girl needed a name, so she went with the obvious choice. “It looks like you’ve had a long, hard journey. Would you like a hot bath and some clean clothes?”

			Lisa shrugged. Her lips hadn’t relaxed completely after the growl, and she was left with a little lopsided sneer.

			“Why don’t you come with me,” Phoebe said. “I think you’ll feel a lot better. Then we’ll get you off to bed. It’s very late.”

			Lisa nodded and stood up, following Phoebe. When she was nearly out of the living room, she stopped and turned back to Sam. “I think I’d like my bracelet, first,” she said in a child’s unsure voice.

			“What?” Evie demanded.

			Sam stared, openmouthed like a fish out of water, gulping at air. “Bracelet?” he stammered.

			“I gave it to you the night I left. Made you promise not to tell. Don’t you remember, Sammy?”

			Sam lurched forward and hurried out of the living room toward the kitchen.

			“Sam, what’s going on?” Phoebe asked. She and Evie had followed him into the kitchen and were now watching as he balanced precariously on a wobbly wooden stool, going through the top cupboard where they stored things rarely used: a crusty old bottle of molasses, kosher salt, cooking wine. The girl hovered in the doorway, smiling.

			Sam pushed the sediment-filled bottle of wine aside and pulled out a dusty box of blue-tipped kitchen matches. The box looked as if it had been there since long before they’d moved in. Did they even make blue-tipped kitchen matches anymore?

			“Here,” he said, climbing down, wiping the dust off the cardboard matchbox on his faded Green Mountain Club T-shirt.

			He took a step toward the girl and opened the matchbox. His fingers gently pushed through the layer of matches on top and pulled out a small bundle, wrapped in crumpled white tissue paper. He carefully held it in his palm and unfolded the paper. A tarnished bracelet stared up at them.

			“You said you didn’t know what happened to it,” Phoebe said, her voice sounding thin and papery. “I asked you when we were back at the cabin.”

			There are things Sam isn’t telling you.

			She looked to Evie, but Evie’s eyes were focused on the bracelet.

			Sam worked his fingers over the charms. Lisa’s name. A starfish. A Saint Christopher medal. An old wheat penny.

			She still couldn’t figure out why a fairy would leave such human gifts. Wouldn’t acorns, flowers, and pretty stones make more sense?

			“You’ve had it all these years,” Evie said, sucking in her bottom lip. “We all figured she must have been wearing it when she went missing. She had it on that night at dinner. She never took the thing off.”

			Sam held the bracelet out to the girl, who smiled, took it, and clasped it on her bony wrist. She touched the Lisa charm and let out a little laugh that sounded more like a sigh.

			Phoebe drew a bath, dumping some lavender bath salts in.

			“I love the smell of lavender,” she told the girl. “Some people think it’s an old lady smell, but to me, it’s just so soothing. Sam’s mother,” she hesitated, wondering to herself if she should have said your mother, “gave us these little sachets of it and I put them in my drawers. Sam says that’s an old lady thing to do, but when I open the drawers, it smells like summer year-round.”

			Lisa undressed, leaving her ratty clothes in a pile on the floor. Phoebe took in a sharp breath, heard herself, then forced a warm everything’s-okay smile.

			Lisa was stick-thin, her bones clearly visible under her pale skin. It wasn’t only the emaciated look that got to Phoebe, but the tattoos. The girl (and Phoebe clearly thought of her as a girl, even though she was an adult) was covered in tattoos: line drawings of stick figures, strange letter-like symbols. Lisa stepped forward, lowered herself slowly into the steaming tub. There, between her shoulder blades, was Teilo’s mark—the same tattoo she’d seen on Elliot back at the cabin. It didn’t seem possible that their night at the cabin had happened only one week ago.

			“I’ll just take these things and wash them,” Phoebe said, her voice trembling a little. “I’ll bring in something cozy for you to sleep in. And I’ll get a bed made for you. You can have our room—it’s the most comfortable. Sam and I can sleep in the office. We’ve got an air mattress.”

			Lisa didn’t respond. She was opening and closing her hand under the water, looking down at her fingers as if they didn’t belong to her. She’d kept the bracelet on and fiddled with the charms, studying them, mumbling something under her breath. Phoebe gathered up the things: stained, baggy white panties, tattered black jeans, lace top that was torn in places and full of leaves and pine needles from the forest. Beneath all of this was the necklace of bells, which she wrapped inside the filthy clothes so they would stay silent.

			Phoebe left the bathroom and dumped the clothes on the living-room floor in front of Evie and Sam.

			“You should see her,” Phoebe said. “You can practically count her bones. And she’s covered in tattoos. Including Teilo’s mark. It’s between her shoulder blades.”

			Sam gave a shiver.

			“Jesus,” Evie said.

			Phoebe started going through the pockets of Lisa’s jeans and found only two dimes and a nickel. “I told her I’d wash these, but I think we’d be better off throwing them away.”

			“It’s all she’s got,” Sam said. “I say we wash them.”

			Phoebe nodded, thinking, This is more like it. This is the Sam I know. She picked up the necklace. She felt the cloth bag tied at the bottom. “There’s something inside.” Her fingers untied the drawstring that held the bag closed. She pulled it open and turned it upside down, giving it a shake.

			Four things fell out onto the floor: two pieces of colored chalk (one blue, one yellow), a key on a string, and a plastic laminated card that Sam immediately snatched up and studied.

			“What is it?” Phoebe asked.

			“A library card. From the Aldrich Public Library over in Barre.”

			“Does it have a name?” Evie asked, leaning in for a better look.

			“There’s a signature on the back. It says Mary Stevens.”

			“Who the hell is Mary Stevens?” Evie asked.

			“No idea,” Sam said. “But there’s one thing I know for sure. No one else knew I had that bracelet. Only Lisa and me.”

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 25

			Lisa

			JUNE 13, FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

			“Has anyone seen my sewing basket?” Lisa’s mom asked. The others were all finishing up breakfast, but Phyllis was walking around the house flapping Da’s rainbow trout pajama top.

			“Not me,” Lisa said. The others all shook their heads. No one had seen it. Her mother was now clutching the pajamas to her chest as though the fish beneath her fingers were live trout struggling to get free. She looked thinner to Lisa, more fragile. More disturbing was the fact that she kept losing things: her gardening trowel, the kitchen shears, and now her sewing basket.

			“There’s a button missing,” Phyllis said, plucking at the fabric. “I thought I could mend it. I thought I could do this one thing . . .” Her voice trailed off.

			“Dave’s got plenty of other pajamas,” Hazel said, putting a spoon of corn flakes to his mouth. He kept his lips closed tight and she bumped the spoon against them gently, coaxing them open and sliding the cereal in. Milk dribbled down his chin.

			Phyllis stared at her. “I think I’m well aware of how many sets of pajamas my husband has. But what you might not be aware of, Hazel, what only a wife would know, is that this is his favorite pair!” She charged out of the kitchen.

			Sammy watched his mother leave with his jaw open, like a cartoon boy about to speak in a big white bubble, but no words came.

			Evie finished her cereal with a slurp and burped hugely. It was just like her to try to lighten the mood by being stupid on purpose, but really it was just plain gross.

			“Maybe,” said Hazel in an unsure voice, “maybe one of you should go help Phyllis find her sewing basket.” Her hand shook a little as she reached for her mug, took a big sip of coffee that was so heavily laced with brandy that Lisa could smell it from across the table.

			“I’ll go,” said Lisa, eager to get away from Evie, who was now making more repulsive sounds as she picked her teeth. Lisa got up and followed her mother upstairs. The door to her bedroom was locked.

			“Mom?” she called, knocking.

			There was no answer.

			But she knew what to do. She’d find the missing sewing basket, leave it outside her mother’s door. It wasn’t much, but it was one small thing she could do to restore order to the world, to make her mother a little happy. She started in the hall closet and found linens, extra rolls of toilet paper, unopened bottles of shampoo, but no sewing basket. She checked the guest room, where Hazel was staying, which smelled sweet and boozy. Opening the drawer of the bedside table, Lisa found a bottle of brandy and some Valium. No sewing basket. Were you even supposed to mix alcohol and Valium? Hazel would know. She was a nurse, after all.

			Under the brandy and pill bottle was a paperback book. Lisa picked it up. It was one of Hazel’s cheesy romance novels with a hunky guy on the cover, holding a swooning woman in his arms. Fairy tales for adults, that’s what these were. Evie said some of them had dirty parts, scenes where the relationships were consummated in sometimes steamy ways. It made Lisa’s stomach hurt to think about. But still, she was curious. She flipped through it. Near the middle, she found a photograph tucked between the pages. Lisa pulled it out and blinked hard at it. Da was in the picture, looking young and happy. No eyeglasses, no crow’s-feet or worry lines on his forehead. His hair was longish and shaggy. Standing in front of him, wrapped in his arms, was a girlish, thin Hazel with perfectly coiffed hair and a little wry smile on her face.

			Lisa’s face felt tight. Her head began to pound.

			Where had the picture come from? And what was Hazel doing with it now, hidden like this? Lisa realized right away that she didn’t want to know the answers to these questions. The best thing to do was to get rid of the picture, make sure no one else ever found it.

			She crumpled the photo, jammed it into her pocket, and threw the book back in the drawer.

			Standing up, Lisa glanced out the window into the backyard. There was Evie, casting a quick glance back at the house before slipping into the woods with her backpack on. The same backpack she’d given Gerald.

			Pleased to have something to distract her from the photo, Lisa took the stairs two at a time, racing through the kitchen and out the door into the yard.

			By the time Lisa caught up to Evie, she was down in Reliance, talking with Gerald and Pinkie. Lisa crouched behind a nearby tree. There weren’t any good trees in the clearing where the cellar holes were, so she had to hang back and couldn’t hear well. A mosquito buzzed around her face, landed on her ear. She swatted at it, missing. The air felt soggy and gray. The sky was darkening, threatening to rain at any second.

			Once again, Lisa watched as Evie took off the backpack and handed it to Gerald. He nodded at her, said, “Thanks, Stevie,” but she didn’t seem to mind. She didn’t raise a fist or reach for her knife, or even so much as flinch. She just backed away slowly, looking humble and defeated. This was so not the Evie Lisa knew. Evie did a slow shuffle-walk toward home, looking more like a strange hunched-over gorilla than a girl.

			Were they blackmailing her? Swearing they’d get her in trouble for breaking Gerald’s arm if she didn’t pay them? But what did Evie have to give them?

			Determined to get to the bottom of this one way or another, Lisa waited until Evie was back up the hill, then took off after Gerald and Pinkie. They were walking in the other direction, deeper into the woods. If they kept going, they’d eventually hit Rangley Road, which ran along the back side of the woods. If you went left on Rangley, you’d reach Hill Road, which brought you back into the center of town. Were they just taking the long way home?

			“What are you two doing to Evie?” Lisa demanded once she’d caught up with them. The forest was more grown up down here, and there were no clear paths. The ground felt damp and spongy under her feet.

			Gerald and Pinkie turned, surprised. They were standing in a cluster of ferns.

			“We’re not doing anything,” Gerald said, adjusting the knapsack with his good arm. His cast was decorated in little drawings and scribbles—airplanes and cartoon faces and a huge, swirly BECCA signature done in pink marker. There was a skull and crossbones, which might have looked tough and cool on someone else’s arm, but on his, it just seemed dorky. As Lisa studied the drawings on the cast, her eye was drawn to one of the cartoon faces. It was thin, vampire-like, with dark circles under the eyes. Evie’s work, no doubt.

			“What’s in the bag?” Lisa asked.

			“None of your beeswax,” Pinkie said. She had a spot of blood on her left check from a mosquito bite. There was a chintzy little toy compass pinned to her shirt.

			“You two are messing with my cousin, so that makes it my business. Now are you gonna let me see what’s in the bag, Gerald, or do I have to figure out a way to make sure your other arm gets broken?” Hanging out with Evie so much was rubbing off on her.

			“Jeez!” Gerald, said, adjusting his glasses. “You can look already. Fine.” He shrugged the bag off and held it out to her. Lisa opened it and peeked inside, holding her breath.

			It wasn’t money, the family silver, body parts, or drugs.

			It was food.

			Peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. Apples. A package of pink cupcakes swiped from a box in their pantry at home. A can of cling peaches in heavy syrup.

			“What the hell is all this?” Lisa asked.

			“A picnic,” Gerald said, smiling.

			“Not for ants, either,” Pinkie added.

			“Why did Evie give you all this?”

			Gerald shrugged his shoulders. “’Cause we looked hungry, I guess.” He laughed and added something in his ridiculous made-up language, a long series of half-swallowed sounds.

			“What?” Lisa demanded. Her head spun. She hated to be the one left in the dark. How could Evie do this to her?

			“Nothing,” Gerald said, snickering to himself. His hair was greasier than ever, and the pimples on his forehead looked painful. Pinkie giggled along with him, though Lisa was sure she had no clue how to speak a word of Minarian.

			“I don’t know what kind of hold you two have over Evie, but whatever it is, you need to quit messing with her. If you don’t, there will be consequences.”

			Gerald laughed, shook his head. “Consequences, right,” he said. “You don’t have a clue.”

			Pinkie gave a twitchy little smile and said, “You think you’re so special, Lisa. But I’m special too.” She rubbed at the spot of blood on her cheek, smearing it. Then she touched the little compass, peering down at it as she jiggled the needle.

			“Good for you, Pinkie. Good for you.” Lisa turned to walk back home. It was starting to sprinkle.

			“She told us, you know,” Gerald shouted after her.

			Lisa stopped, turned back to face them. “Told you what?”

			The drizzle picked up and the rain began coming down in huge, heavy drops.

			Gerald was putting the backpack onto his shoulder. His bangs were already plastered to his head. “About the cellar hole,” he said, the words nearly drowned out by the rain pounding down on the canopy of leaves above them.

			Lisa took in a deep breath and held it as she turned away from Gerald and Pinkie and kept walking, rain pelting her. Act like it’s no big deal. Don’t ask what Evie told them. Act like it doesn’t matter.

			But it did matter.

			Evie had betrayed her.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 26

			Phoebe

			JUNE 11, PRESENT DAY

			Phoebe was digging around in the office closet, looking for the air mattress, when she found Sam’s old green knapsack stuffed deep in the back corner, under a trash bag full of shredded bills to be recycled. Odd. Sam kept his hiking and camping gear in the front-hall closet. She pulled the bag out, realizing from its shape and weight that there was something inside. She dropped it on the desk, then went to the doorway to listen. She heard the faint splash of Lisa in the bath. In the living room, Sam and Evie were talking about whether or not they should take Lisa to see a doctor.

			“Just think it through, Sam,” Evie said. “They’ll want to know her name. Your relationship to her. Shit, they’ll probably call the cops. I’m not saying it’s a bad thing. I’m just wondering if maybe we should hold off. Find out what we can on our own first.”

			It was strange to hear Sam and Evie getting along so well—relying on each other in a whole new way. It almost didn’t matter if the girl turned out to really be Lisa—she’d brought Sam and Evie together again and that seemed like an incredible gift.

			Phoebe eased the office door shut, went over to the desk, and hesitated over the knapsack. It was Sam’s. And obviously he hadn’t wanted her to see whatever was inside.

			What if it turned out to be an early birthday gift and she ruined the surprise?

			But what if it wasn’t?

			Once more, she thought of what Becca had told her on the phone: There are things he’s not telling you.

			The sliding closet door was open, and she was sure she saw the slightest hint of movement in the back left corner. She blinked. Impossible, she told herself. There’s nothing there. Heart thudding, she stepped to her right so that she was directly in front of it. She kicked at the trash bag full of shredded paper. Then, taking a deep breath, she pulled the winter coats aside.

			Nothing.

			Of course it was nothing. What had she been expecting?

			Shaking her head at her own foolishness, she went back to the desk, unzipped the bag slowly, and peeked inside.

			It was stuffed with papers. She reached in and pulled them out, fanning them out on the desk. Printouts from the computer were mixed up with sheets of legal paper full of Sam’s perfect penmanship.

			“Son of a bitch,” said Phoebe, lowering herself into the chair in front of the desk. Her legs felt shaky, like the entire earth had shifted under her and the ground itself was not to be trusted.

			Here, at last, was the answer to the mystery of what he’d been doing on the computer each night.

			In Sam’s neat script were strange stories, notes in the margins saying what source they’d come from, books and website addresses.

			
			In twelfth-century Suffolk, England, a boy and a girl appeared at the opening of a pit in the earth. Their skin was green and they spoke a strange language. The boy died. In time, the girl learned English and was able to explain that they had come from an underground world she called St. Martin’s Land.

			A common story in Scottish witch trials between 1550 and 1670: A woman meets a man dressed in black or green. He asks her to be his servant, offers her something in return (sometimes the gift of clairvoyance). He has sex with her and often leaves a mark on her.

			The Scottish Ballad of Tam Lin: A young maiden picks a rose at an abandoned castle. A handsome man in green appears. He lies with her and she becomes pregnant. He tells her he was once a mortal man, captured by the Queen of the Fairies. Now he’s a changeling, moving between two worlds.

			

			The more Phoebe read, the more unsettled she became. These were not the sweet, winged fairies Phoebe remembered from the stories when she was young. These were dark, brooding, supernatural beings with the power to shape-shift, to read minds, to lure innocent young girls away.

			But Sam didn’t believe in any of this. He’d been adamant about that. He was the voice of reason. The map and compass guy whom Phoebe knew she’d never get lost with.

			The next sheet of paper was a printout that Sam had highlighted and put stars around:

			
			Boston, 1919: A young woman named Jenny Hobbs was arrested after drowning her infant son in a wash pan in her rented room. When questioned by the police, she told a peculiar story. She claimed the child was only half human. His father, she insisted, was the devil himself, a shadow man without a face who claimed to be King of the Fairies. When asked where she had come from, where she met this man, she refused to answer, saying only a small village up north. “No one there anymore,” she told police. “The fairies took them all away.” Miss Hobbs was later committed to Danvers State Hospital, where she came down with pneumonia and died.

			

			Phoebe ran a trembling hand through her hair. Had Jenny Hobbs come from Vermont? From Reliance?

			She read over another sheet of notes Sam had taken:

						
			The ability to shape-shift? To appear as a human or an animal?

			My dreams of the dark whispering man.

			

		Phoebe stabbed her finger at that line. I thought you said you didn’t dream, Sam.

			Her heart pounded. She thought of the trapdoor beneath her childhood bed, the shadow man she’d known but of whom she never spoke.

			Don’t think about that.

			Did Sam have his own shadow man too?

			She went on reading:

			
			A journey to the fairy realm is like a shamanic journey—few who go come back. Those who do are often mad. (Da?) Or gifted—clairvoyant, seers, masters of prophecy. Sometimes, a person is taken and a fairy changeling left in their place. Ugly, sickly. There are stories of humans going into the fairy world where they spend a day, but when they return, a hundred years have passed here and everyone they know is dead. Would Lisa still be a young girl? Is it possible that ten years in our time might only be ten minutes over there?

			The world of fairies is the reverse of our world, like a photo negative.

			Some say fairies are the dead. Like ghosts stuck in their own world. If Lisa returns, will she be alive or dead? Human or fairy?

			To protect yourself from fairies: carry things made of iron, stay in or near running water, ring bells, carry a four-leaf clover, and wear your clothes inside out.

			

			For a split second, everything dropped away—there was a rushing sound in her ears, and the words on the page seemed to pulse with a sickly rhythm. The description the landlord and police had given her of how her mother had been found—An accidental drowning, they’d said. Blood alcohol content of .35. Drunk, of course, beyond drunk—why else would you get into the bathtub in inside-out clothes, with a bunch of frying pans, knives, and assorted junk-drawer hardware, and leave the shower running full blast?

			Just a creepy coincidence, Phoebe told herself.

			But what if. . .

			Phoebe stopped herself cold and went back to Sam’s notes.

			
			The fey are masters of disguise: people, plants, animals.

			They can appear as anyone or anything, often appearing as just what the human was hoping to find.

			(The fake Evie and Elliot? The old woman/girl?)

			

			“Bee?” Sam called from the living room.

			“Yeah?” She scrambled to stuff the papers back into the bag.

			“It sounds like the water’s draining out of the tub. I think she’s done in there.”

			“Coming!” Phoebe called, stashing the knapsack back where she’d found it.

			“What are you doing?” Sam asked. She turned from the closet to find him standing in the doorway behind her, filling it.

			“Looking for the air mattress.”

			“It’s in the front-hall closet,” he said, “under the sleeping bags. I’ll get it set up. I think you better get into the bathroom with some clean clothes.”

			“On my way,” Phoebe said, keeping her eyes on the ground, scared that if she looked at him, he’d know what she’d found. If he didn’t already.

			She went to their bedroom to find something for Lisa to sleep in, her mind racing. The framed owl above their bed glowered at her.

			She grabbed a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt from her drawer, knowing they’d hang on the skin-and-bones creature in the bathtub, the words from Sam’s notes haunting her:

			
			They can appear as anyone or anything, often appearing as just what the human was hoping to find.

		

	




	
		
			CHAPTER 27

			Lisa

			JUNE 13, FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

			“I found something in the woods,” Sammy said. He was out of breath, dressed in his bright yellow rain slicker, plastered with mud and leaves. His shorts, sneakers, and socks were soaked. He stepped through the open garage door, out of the rain. Water pooled at his feet.

			Evie and Lisa were sitting on the dirty, grease-stained floor of the garage. Behind them was Da’s kiln, throwing wheel, and shelves of glazes, brushes, and half-completed projects. The front of the garage was where they kept tools, gardening supplies, and junk that didn’t have any other place to go. As far as Lisa knew, the garage had never actually been used for a car—there was no room for one with all the other stuff in there.

			Evie had her overalls on and was trying to get the mower going. She had taken it apart, pretending to know just what she was doing. There was a blade here, a filter there—nuts, bolts, and screws scattered everywhere across the stained cement floor. Lisa was pretty sure that Evie would never get it back together right. One of Evie’s greatest faults was that she always thought she was way smarter than she actually was.

			The whole time Lisa had been watching Evie mess with the poor defenseless lawn mower, she’d been stewing over what Gerald had said: She told us, you know. About the cellar hole.

			What exactly had Evie said?

			Lisa touched the charm bracelet, imagined Evie, Gerald, and Pinkie having a good laugh about crazy Lisa and the fairies. Poor pathetic Evie trying to seem cool by telling them all her secrets, trying to turn Lisa into the outsider Evie herself was so used to being.

			“What’d you find?” Evie asked, wiping grease-stained hands on the bib part of her overalls.

			“I think I’d better show you,” Sammy said. “Both of you. And I think we should bring your knife, Evie. And maybe some other weapons. Just in case.”

			“Whoa there,” Evie said. “What the hell did you see? A rabid wild boar? Bigfoot?”

			“It’s pouring out,” Lisa said. The rain was pelting off the driveway, running in rivers down to the road.

			“So go get raincoats, whatever. Just hurry!”

			“Okay, okay already.” Evie dropped the wrench with a clang and used the side door to get into the house. Lisa followed her to the front hall, where they grabbed rain slickers.

			“What do you think it is?” Lisa asked as she zipped her coat and pulled up the hood.

			“I don’t know,” Evie said, shrugging into her coat. “But whatever it is, it’s gotta be good. It takes an awful lot to get Sammy this worked up.”

			Lisa nodded. Maybe he’d found another gift. Or something bigger. Like a door.

			If there was a door, would they go through? Lisa knew her answer. She wouldn’t hesitate. But Sammy and Evie—no, she didn’t think so. They didn’t have it in them. Lisa would be on her own.

			When they got back to the garage, Sam had a wooden baseball bat and the rusty machete Da used to hack back the raspberry brambles at the edge of the yard. “Let’s go,” he said, thrusting the baseball bat at Lisa, leading them out into the rain.

			The rain drummed on the top of Lisa’s hood and seemed to be coming from all sides, working its way down her face and neck, soaking her shirt. It ran through her open cuffs and up her sleeves, giving her arms goose bumps. The baseball bat was slippery, and she gripped it tightly in both hands to keep from dropping it.

			“Hell of a day to declare war,” Evie complained.

			They trudged down the hill, slipping and sliding on wet leaves and mud.

			“Hurry!” Sammy urged.

			They crossed the brook, which was twice the size it had been earlier that morning, the chocolate-colored water looking angry and wild. Instead of leaping over it, they had to wade through. Their feet were soaked anyway, so it didn’t matter. The water was freezing, and the bottom of the brook was lined with slippery rocks. Lisa almost went tumbling down but caught her balance just in time, using the baseball bat like a cane.

			Once they crossed the brook, Sam led the way through Reliance. They passed the cellar holes, skirted the cemetery with its worn stones. After they’d moved out of Reliance, the trees got thicker, but Sam seemed to be following a little path Lisa had never noticed before. A deer trail maybe. Lisa thought she recognized the place where she’d caught up with Gerald and Pinkie earlier.

			She told us, you know. About the cellar hole.

			Evie followed behind Sam, hunting knife drawn. Lisa kept her eyes on Evie’s back, feeling, for the first time in her life, that maybe she didn’t know Evie at all. If Evie was conspiring with Gerald and Pinkie, what else was she capable of?

			“Just what did you see?” Evie asked Sammy again.

			“Shh!” Sam hissed, finger over his lips, eyes wide open. “We’re almost there.”

			Da had taken Lisa duck hunting once, and this reminded her of that day. How she walked quietly behind him, ears and eyes alert to any movement, all her senses on overdrive. And then, like now, she was afraid. Then, she was worried about doing something wrong, scaring the ducks, disappointing Da in some profound way. Now, she was just plain scared. Sammy’s fear was contagious. And it didn’t help that the one person she’d always counted on had turned out to be a two-faced trickster. She gripped the baseball bat tightly and walked on, her eyes on Evie’s back.

			Sammy led them through a tight stand of maples, the path (if it even was a path) weaving in and out and seeming to go in circles. Lisa wondered if he was trying to get them lost on purpose. At last he stopped. Using the machete as a pointer, he showed them what he’d brought them to see.

			There, in the midst of a dense thicket, was a small clearing—saplings had been cut, low-growing shrubs and plants flattened to the ground. In the center of the clearing was a thick bed of freshly picked ferns with a worn gray blanket on top. At the edge was an antique-looking pair of brass binoculars and a piece of rope coiled like a snake.

			“What the hell is this?” Evie said.

			“Shhh!” Sammy hissed, looking wildly around, warning them that whoever stayed here could be close by, watching.

			Evie nodded, stepped into the clearing, picked up the blanket. There was nothing under it but a pile of crushed ferns. She grabbed the binoculars, wiped the rain off the lenses, and peered through them.

			“What are you doing?” Sammy whispered frantically. “Get out of there!”

			“I can see your nose hairs,” she said, pointing the binoculars right at Sam.

			“Come on,” Lisa said. “Let’s go.” Then her eyes fell on something buried in the nest of ferns: a tan circle. She reached down, pulled back the ferns, and saw what it was.

			Sammy gasped as Lisa picked it up. “Mom’s sewing basket,” he said.

			Lisa nodded. She held up the dripping basket. The thread inside would be ruined; the needles, if not dried out, would rust.

			“But how’d it get out here?” Sammy asked.

			Lisa kicked through the nest of ferns, and her foot made contact with something hard. Setting down the basket and bat, she reached in. A can of peaches in heavy syrup.

			Evie dropped the binoculars, looked down at the peaches, and said only, “Weird.”

			“No kidding,” Lisa said, studying Evie’s face, daring her not to admit that she’d given Gerald and Pinkie a bag with a can of identical peaches just a couple of hours ago.

			“I say we bug out before whoever’s been hanging out here comes back,” said Evie.

			Lisa grabbed the bat and her mother’s sewing basket, following Sam and Evie back toward home.

			“Maybe it’s Lisa’s Fairy King,” Sam said as they made their way through Reliance.

			“Maybe,” said Lisa, even though she was thinking there was no way. “We should come back later, find some good hiding spots, hunker down and wait to see just who it is.”

			And catch Gerald and Pinkie doing who knows what. . .

			“I don’t know,” Evie said.

			I bet you don’t.

			“I think I got soaked enough for one day,” Evie said

			It took Lisa the rest of the afternoon to talk Evie and Sam into returning—Sam was genuinely scared of getting caught, Lisa could see. Evie had one lame excuse after another. They only agreed once the rain finally stopped. But when they made their way back to the clearing after supper, the blanket, binoculars, and can of peaches were gone.

			“Weird,” Evie said again, kicking at the crushed ferns with her giant work boot. On the way back, Evie talked a mile a minute, laughed too hard at things that weren’t funny. She seemed strangely giddy.

			Relieved, thought Lisa. She seems relieved.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 28

			Phoebe

			JUNE 12, PRESENT DAY

			They were back in the cabin, and the old woman was there, doing a strange puppet dance, sticking out her tongue, which turned into a snake.

			Sammy, Sammy, weak little Lamb-y! Hiss, hiss. The wink of a small, reptilian eye.

			Then Phoebe was back in her childhood bed, the wooden frame painted white, the headboard with its carved daisies. She’d decorated it with stickers—scratch-and-sniff ones that the scent had worn off of long ago. Tangerine. Toasted marshmallow. And her favorite, the one with the monkey holding the banana that said, I’m bananas for you.

			She heard the scrabbling and scraping of the door under the bed being opened, hinges letting out an endlessly long, low creak. She tried to sit up, to scream, to stop it somehow, but she was frozen in place. At last a shadowy figure slipped out from under the foot of the bed, slinked along the edge of the room by the baseboard heaters that clicked and groaned all night long.

			“You’re not real,” she managed to whisper. “This is a dream.”

			He started to laugh. It was a wet, choking laugh. His mouth was open, his teeth gleaming like little white daggers.

			Phoebe’s eyes flipped open, heart hammering, the taste of blood in her mouth—she’d bit her cheek. She wasn’t at the cabin or her old bed at all but in her very own house, on the floor of the office, next to Sam. The blanket was pulled up tight around him, even covering his head. She’d never known anyone who slept as deeply, as surely, as Sam did. The air mattress had deflated, leaving them on the floor. A crash came from the bedroom where Lisa was sleeping. The sound of breaking glass. Sam slept on.

			“Sam!” she said, putting a hand on his shoulder.

			But maybe it wasn’t his shoulder. Maybe it wasn’t Sam under there at all.

			The thought came so quickly, with such strength, that she jerked her hand away.

			A chill worked its way through her body, and there was another loud thump from the bedroom.

			“Whatisit?” Sam’s familiar voice mumbled from under the sheet.

			She touched him again, pulling the covers off. Sam. Of course it was Sam. Her imagination was going strange places these last few days.

			“Something’s happening in Lisa’s room.”

			“Lisa?” he said sleepily, then sat up, listening. Phoebe opened the door of the office, walking on shaky legs, turning left down the hall, through the living room. She glanced over at the row of aquariums where the animals were going on with their evening routines: the snake was digesting the frozen mouse she’d given him earlier; the hedgehog was dozing; the rats were chewing on toilet paper rolls in their cage, building a new nest. Evie groaned and shifted on the couch, buried in covers despite the warm night (Christ, maybe this was some inherited thing). She looked like a sleeping ghost.

			Phoebe paused in the kitchen long enough to grab the large maple rolling pin Sam’s mom had given them for Christmas last year—a sad attempt to bring out some hint of domesticity in Phoebe, some underlying need to make a good piecrust that Sam’s mother was sure was just buried deep inside her somewhere. Phoebe had never made a piecrust in her life, and the only pie she made involved a premade graham cracker crust, a box of chocolate pudding, and a tub of Cool Whip. No baking necessary.

			Rounding the corner into the dark bedroom, she brandished the rolling pin in both hands, like a stumpy baseball bat held high.

			“Lisa?” She squinted into the darkness, struggled to make sense of the shadowy scene before her.

			There were signs of a struggle. The covers had been thrown off the bed. The ceramic lamp from the bedside table lay in ruined pieces on the hardwood floor. The window was open, and Lisa was in the process of crawling through it, but because of the bookshelves in front of it, she was having trouble. She seemed stuck on her belly, kicking her legs in Phoebe’s borrowed sweatpants like a swimmer.

			Sam came in, flipping on the overhead light. Lisa continued to flail her legs, trying to wriggle the rest of the way through.

			“Come back in, honey,” Phoebe said, setting the rolling pin down on the bed, leaning to lay a hand on Lisa’s back. Then Sam was there, grabbing hold of Lisa’s waist, hoisting her from the window and back into the room. She didn’t seem to fight him; her body went limp in his arms as if she were a giant doll.

			“What are you doing?” he asked, once he’d set her down on the bed, closed and locked the window.

			Lisa was out of breath, eyes darting from the window to the open door like a trapped animal searching for the easiest route of escape.

			“Teilo,” Lisa said, lips trembling.

			“What about him?” Phoebe asked, placing a reassuring hand on Lisa’s shoulder.

			Lisa pointed at the closet door opposite the bed.

			There in black paint was Teilo’s mark, still wet and dripping.

			“He was here? In the room?” Sam asked, opening the closet door, peering under the bed.

			Under the bed. He came from under the bed.

			Shut up, Phoebe told herself. Enough.

			Lisa nodded. “We’re all in terrible danger,” she said. It was not the voice of a woman but that of a frightened little girl. The same voice Phoebe had heard on the phone telling them where to find the fairy book. There was no doubt in her mind.

			Phoebe pulled Lisa close and embraced her. “It’s okay,” she said, sure that if she pulled too tight, she’d easily crush the life out of this poor, skinny girl.

			“What’s going on?” Evie stood in the doorway, cocooned in her blanket, blinking in at them like a worried owl.

			“Teilo was here,” Phoebe said, releasing the girl but continuing to stroke her hair. “He was after Lisa.” She looked at Sam, asked, “What are we going to do?”

			Sam shook his head. “I don’t know. But one thing’s for sure—they know she’s here now. She’s not safe with us. We’ll have to find another place for her.”

			Phoebe nodded, looked at her watch. It was a little after four. “I’ll put on some coffee. In a while, I’ll make a call. I know a place where she’ll be safe.”

			Sam drove with both hands gripping the wheel. They were on a seldom-used dirt road near the state forest. It was a bright, clear morning, and they had the windows open, letting in damp woodsy smells. Sam’s pickup was bouncing along, Lisa between Sam and Phoebe, straddling the gearshift. The radio was on a talk show, but it was turned so low that all Phoebe could hear was the dull hum of voices like far-off insects. Sam often kept the radio on low, afraid that if he turned it off entirely, he might miss something.

			They passed a run-down trailer with a rusted swing set out front. A little girl wearing only a pull-up diaper and an Elmo T-shirt was passing trash to her daddy, who was burning it in an old oil drum. The little girl waved at them through a cloud of noxious smoke. Phoebe waved back, thinking, If these people can be parents, we sure as shit can, then feeling guilty for it.

			Phoebe had her memo pad out and had written:

			
			How did Teilo get in? The window? How did he know where she was? Are we being watched?

			

			“So,” Sam said, looking over at Lisa, “are you ready to tell us who you really are?”

			“Sam!” Phoebe scolded. When was he going to learn that the cut-to-the-chase approach was going to get him nowhere with this girl?

			“I’m Lisa,” the girl between them said, looking up at him. Her eyes were brown, the pupils huge, making her whole eyes seem cartoonish and black. In spite of the long bath in lavender the night before, she gave off the heavy scent of damp earth. She raised her head high and spoke. “I am Lisa, Queen of the Fairies.”

			“Where have you been all these years?” he asked.

			“The land of the fairies.”

			Phoebe scribbled Land of Fairies? and circled it.

			Lisa looked at her notebook, at the tiny rune-like scribblings. “Did they teach you to write like that?” she asked.

			“Who?”

			“The fairies?” Lisa said.

			Phoebe shook her head. “I taught myself. What are they like?” Phoebe asked. “The fairies.”

			Lisa smiled. “You know how sometimes, you catch the faintest hint of movement in the corner of your eye, then you blink and it’s gone? That’s them.”

			Lisa let out a raspy cackle that turned into a hacking cough.

			“Sometimes,” Lisa continued, coughing fit over, “they come to you in dreams.”

			Sam gripped the wheel so tight Phoebe was sure it would crack.

			“Sam?” she said, putting a hand on his shoulder, but he shrugged her off. “You okay?”

			“Fine,” he said.

			“Ain’t got no rain barrel, ain’t got no cellar door, but we’ll be jolly friends, forever more,” Lisa sang softly. Phoebe thought of the old woman in the woods, shedding her clothes, her hair.

			She touched the bag of teeth in her pocket. Wondered if she should show them to Lisa, see if she recognized them.

			Horse teeth.

			Bad magic, Evie had warned.

			“Their driveway is the next left,” Phoebe said, closing her notebook. “Where all the NO TRESPASSING signs are.” Sam took the corner too fast, sending Phoebe slamming into Lisa. “Sorry,” Phoebe said. Lisa smiled.

			The driveway was bordered with trees—a rough, narrow trail that just seemed to get narrower as they crept along. The trees were so close together that nothing green grew on them except up top, the canopy so thick that no light came through. NO TRESPASSING, warned the signs. BEWARE OF DOGS. As they got closer to the house, the signs, now hand-painted, grew more menacing: TURN BACK NOW; USA OUT OF VERMONT; OWNER ARMED; ATTACK DOGS ON PREMISES.

			Ahead, they saw the buildings: house, barn, and workshop. A metal windmill turned in the air above the house, reminding Phoebe of something a child would build from a giant Erector set. At the south side of the house were a forest of solar panels, a satellite dish, and a radio tower.

			“Pretty bird,” Lisa said.

			“What bird?” Sam asked, looking up at the sky. “I don’t see any bird.” His voice was crackling with frustration.

			“I think she means the chickens,” Phoebe said. A small flock of colorful speckled hens pecked at the dirt in front of the house. Sam grumbled something Phoebe didn’t catch, stopped the truck behind Franny’s Subaru wagon, and cut the engine. As he and Phoebe put their hands on the handles to open the doors, the dogs were on them. It was impossible to tell how many at first: a pack of enormous beasts, shiny black and brown, hackles raised, teeth bared, drool flying as they ran circles around the truck.

			Franny and Jim bred Rottweilers, and Phoebe could never keep track of the latest updates: who’d had puppies, how many were sold, how many were kept. Most of the barn was taken up by kennels, whelping pens, an indoor agility course.

			The front door of the house opened and Franny stepped out. Her straw-colored hair was pulled back in a braid, and she had a morning glory print apron on. Jim sauntered out of the open workshop door in coveralls, wiping greasy hands on a rag. He was a gangly man with a large Adam’s apple and constant five o’clock shadow.

			Franny whistled, and all the dogs froze, turned their great, blockish heads her way. She did a hand signal that looked like she was writing the letter Z, then closed her fist. The dogs took new positions—one posted by the driver’s door, one by the passenger’s, one at the front of the truck, and one at the rear—and sat quietly. Three more formed a rough semicircle between the truck and house.

			“I think we can get out now,” Phoebe said.

			“Are you sure?” Sam asked. Phoebe opened her door and stepped out, giving Franny a quick hello hug.

			“Thanks so much for agreeing to this,” Phoebe said.

			“No problem at all,” Franny told her. Jim appeared by her side, grinning, disheveled, looking like a mad scientist. The left arm of his glasses was being held on with a safety pin. His eyes were bloodshot and his teeth yellow. “I’m converting the old Mercedes diesel so that it’ll run on vegetable oil,” he told Sam, who had stepped tentatively out of the truck but still held on to the door, as if he might decide to jump right back up in the cab. “French fry fuel. I’ve got gallons of the stuff from a couple of local restaurants.” Jim had a funny habit of sticking his head forward when he spoke, which made his neck seem very long and turtlelike.

			“Very cool,” Sam said, eyes nervously watching the dog that was just two feet to his left, holding statue still.

			“This is Lisa,” Phoebe said, holding the door open, waiting for Lisa to join them. Lisa didn’t move. Franny walked around, stuck her head in, and whispered something to Lisa that made her smile and nod, then held out her hand. Lisa took it, and Franny helped her from the truck.

			Phoebe knew she’d done the right thing. Lisa would be safe here.

			“If anyone shows up out here, we’ll know it,” Jim told Sam. “I’ve got cameras and infrared sensors all around the perimeter. At the first sign of any trouble, we’ll take her into the bunker. It’s underground. Completely out of sight and pretty much impenetrable. We’ve got supplies in there to last a year—food, water, weapons, a toilet, and shower.” There was a glint in his eyes that gave away how much he was loving this.

			The cameras and infrared sensors were a surprise to Phoebe, though not a complete shock. Who the hell were they expecting?

			“Come on,” Jim said, giving Sam a hearty pat on the back. “I’ll show you the work I’m doing on the diesel.” Jim led Sam toward the workshop, one of the dogs staying right at Jim’s side.

			Phoebe followed Franny and Lisa into the house, through the mudroom, and into the kitchen, which was hot, steamy, and sweet smelling.

			“I’m making strawberry jam,” Franny said, moving to the stove to stir a large, steaming pot. The counter was covered in canning jars of various sizes, rubber seals, and lids. Franny’s kitchen was enormous and old-fashioned: there was a wood cookstove and a heavy maple table that did double duty as workstation and gathering place. Cast-iron pans hung from hooks on the rough-hewn beams that ran the length of the ceiling. Simple open shelves lined each wall and were full of jars of dried beans, rice, canned tomatoes, herbs, and spices. To get water at the sink, you had to use a red-handled pump.

			Franny scooped a small amount of the hot strawberry goo into a ceramic bowl, sliced off a thick piece of homemade bread, and spread the jam on top, passing it to Lisa.

			“It’s still a little runny,” she said, “but I sort of think it’s best when it’s warm and runny, don’t you?”

			Lisa nodded, diving in like she was starving. She smiled while she ate, jam leaving sticky stains around her mouth.

			They visited a few minutes, making small talk about the office and the weather. Then Franny walked Phoebe to the door while Lisa spooned jam onto her third piece of bread and gulped strong tea with hot milk and honey.

			“She’ll be fine here, Bee,” Franny promised. “I won’t let her out of my sight.”

			Phoebe knew it was true. There was no safer place for Lisa than right here. But still, she hated to leave her.

			“If she says anything . . . anything at all about where she’s been, or her past—”

			“I know. I’ll pay close attention. You know me, I’ve got a mind like a steel trap. I’ll remember any detail she tells me and report straight back to you. If it seems important, I’ll call you right away. Promise.”

			Phoebe thanked her and turned to go, but Franny grabbed her arm, drawing her back. “Did you tell him yet?” she asked, her voice low.

			Phoebe shook her head. “Today,” she said. Franny scowled. “I promise.”

			Phoebe left, casting one quick glance back at Lisa, who sat hunched over the kitchen table, mouth and face grotesquely red, reminding Phoebe a little too much of coagulated blood.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 29

			Lisa

			JUNE 13, FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

			“Dave, you’re being unreasonable,” Hazel was saying. Da was lying on the couch, mouth firmly closed. Hazel was holding out a glass of water and two pills. “The medicine’s helping, Dave. Call it a blessing, call it a curse, but it’s doing its job. Do you want to end up back in the hospital?” Hazel asked. “Is that what you want?”

			Lisa had just come in from the yard where she’d been drying out the sewing basket as best she could, thinking things over and coming up with a plan. The first thing she was sure of was that bringing her mom the still-damp basket and explaining where she’d found it would send the household into a tizzy, which was the last thing she wanted. So she snuck upstairs and stuck the sewing basket on the bottom shelf of the hall closet, behind a pile of towels, then headed back down to the kitchen.

			The house was warm and bright and familiar. Lisa stood peering into the living room, where her mother and aunt were fussing over Da on the couch. Behind them, on the mantel, a photo of the two of them as young girls watched their backs, smiling out at them from another time. Lisa saw only the vaguest resemblance between the grinning girls and the grown women who stood hunched over and tired, worried lines on their faces.

			“Dave, please,” Lisa’s mom said. She was hovering at the edge of the coffee table in her creamy silk pajamas.

			Lisa stepped into the living room, and her mom caught sight of her and shooed her away.

			“What are you kids still doing up?” she asked, her voice high and tight.

			Lisa shrugged, moving back into the kitchen. “It’s summer, Ma. And it’s only nine o’clock.”

			“Well, go on up to bed. And in the morning I want the three of you up early to make me a new pie.”

			“Pie?”

			“Yes, pie. Strawberry pie. To replace the one that mysteriously disappeared from the kitchen counter.”

			“But we didn’t . . .”

			“Up to bed. No arguments,” Lisa’s mom said.

			“What’s going on?” Sammy whispered when he stepped into the kitchen.

			“Mom’s upset about her missing pie.”

			“I didn’t even know there was pie,” Sam said.

			“Probably Evie. Or maybe there never even was a pie.”

			“Huh?” Sammy said, scrunching up his face.

			“Forget it. Look, I have something to tell you. Something important. You head out to the yard. I’m gonna go get Evie and we’ll meet you there. We have to be quiet and play it cool, though—Mom’s pretty wound up and she wants us all in bed.”

			“What—you want me to face the wrath of Mom?” Sammy said. “No thanks. I’m going to bed.”

			“It’s important, Sam,” she said. “Please.”

			Sam rolled his eyes, but Lisa knew she’d won. He trudged out through the kitchen door into the yard.

			Lisa peeked back into the living room. Hazel was shoving the pills at Da again. He pushed her hand away, then abruptly leaned forward, grabbed the corner of the coffee table, and flipped it. A stack of magazines, plates of toast crumbs, and cold tea went toppling onto the floor. It was the most Lisa had seen Da move since he got home from the hospital. Part of her cringed, but another part wanted to cheer him on.

			“That’s it, I’m calling the doctor,” her mom announced, stalking toward the kitchen. Lisa bolted out of the room, down the front hall, and up the stairs, taking them two at a time, her pink and silver sneakers barely touching the carpeted treads. When she got to her room, she flung open the door and gasped, actually gasped, like a girl in one of those horror movies Sam and Evie loved.

			What she saw was herself. Only not really her at all. This was a chunkier, Frankenstein-girl version of herself. Maybe it was a little like what the two little girls peering out of the photo might see in the living room now—themselves, only totally different.

			But this was not some future Lisa she’d glimpsed through time and space—this was an impostor.

			Evie was standing in front of the mirror dressed in Lisa’s hooded red sweatshirt. She had on the black witch wig Lisa’s mom used last Halloween, and the hair hung down over her face, the red hood pulled up snug over the top of her head. She was wearing a stretchy black pair of leggings of Lisa’s that were too small and made Evie’s legs look all sausage-y. Evie’s feet were bare and her toenails were painted with blue glitter polish, just like Lisa’s.

			“Um . . . what are you doing?” Lisa asked, noticing that over the strange Lisa costume, Evie had on her thick leather belt, the hunting knife in its sheath strapped against her right hip.

			“Nothing.” Beneath the curtain of fake polyester hair, Evie’s face turned lobster red and her breath got whistley.

			“Okay,” Lisa said, though nothing was okay at all. She took a step backward, feeling dizzy. “Okay,” she said again, trying to convince herself everything was A-OK. Perfectly normal. The world wasn’t going crazy around her. “Sammy’s waiting for us outside,” she said at last, turning away. “Oh and my mom’s all upset about the pie.”

			“What pie?” Evie asked as Lisa backed out of the room, shutting the door behind her.

			Downstairs, as she walked through the kitchen, she heard her mom on the phone. “Yes, noncompliant,” she was saying. “But it’s not only that. He believes we’re trying to poison him.”

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 30

			Phoebe

			JUNE 12, PRESENT DAY

			They were in Sam’s pickup, heading toward home. Phoebe had her little notebook out and stared down in disbelief at what she’d just written:

			
			               Willa. Jasper. Zoe. Cooper.

			

			She snapped the book closed. She wasn’t even sure they’d be keeping the baby, and here she was naming it. Totally delusional. Not so different from her own mom after all. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. And sometimes the apple is just as fucked up—all bruised, full of worms, scarred with blight.

			She knew that’s what she was most afraid of, deep down. Not Sam’s rejection of the idea of parenthood but her own fear of being as shitty a mom as her own mother had been.

			We’re diamonds in the rough, you and me.

			She thought of her last conversation with her mother, two days before she died.

			“Come home,” her ma begged. “I need you. He needs you.”

			“He?” Phoebe had asked, wondering what scumbag her mother was shacking up with now.

			“Your Dark Man, lovie. He’s here. He’s waiting for you.”

			“You’re drunk,” Phoebe said. “Call me when you sober up. If you sober up.” Then she’d hung up and never heard from her mother again. Two days later, the police called.

			
			Accidental drowning.

			Blood alcohol content of .35.

			Clothes inside out.

			

			“Did your mother often do dishes in the bathtub?” the detective had asked.

			“Dishes?” Phoebe said.

			“There were some pots and pans in the tub with her. Knives and flatware, too.”

			Your Dark Man, lovie. He’s here. He’s waiting for you.

			“Sam,” Phoebe said, looking up. “You don’t think all this fairy stuff could be real, do you?”

			Sam nodded, downshifted, gears grinding. “Of course not,” he said, face in a tight grimace.

			She wanted so badly to tell Sam that she’d found the backpack in the closet, ask him if really believed any of it. But she didn’t want to be accused of snooping, prying, meddling. Sam obviously wanted to keep his research a secret, so be it. He’d tell her when he was ready. Wouldn’t he?

			Just like she was going to tell him about the baby. Damn.

			“Franny mentioned something earlier this week,” Phoebe said. “That you and Lisa were friends with a couple of kids who lived nearby. She said one of them, the girl, believed the fairies were real. Even went around saying she’d met the King of the Fairies.”

			Sam nodded robotically. “Gerald and Pinkie.”

			“Pinkie?”

			“It was a nickname. Her real name was Becca, but she was always dressed in pink—it seemed like she didn’t own anything in any other color.”

			He looked back out the windshield.

			Pinkie.

			Phoebe remembered the little girl in pink who had led her into the woods that afternoon. Are you here to see the fairies? The girl who’d shown her the paper bag with the strange six-fingered glove inside it. Pinkie. It must have been.

			“So you were friends? You, Lisa, Gerald, and Pinkie?”

			“Honestly, we were kind of at war with them that summer. Gerald had a big crush on Lisa, but he hated Evie. He called her Stevie. Humiliated her.”

			“And Evie put up with all that?”

			Sam laughed harshly. “Not exactly. She broke his arm.”

			Phoebe was silent.

			“You think you know Evie. That you’re doing this good deed, trying to help her. But I’m telling you, Bee, she can’t be trusted. You don’t know what she’s capable of.”

			Over a dinner of wonderfully starchy white-flour pasta topped with sweet sauce from a jar, Sam went over the plan.

			“We’ll go pick up Lisa tomorrow. Then we’ll drive over to Barre with her, see if anything there sparks any memories. We’ll take her into the library, see if they can tell us anything about this Mary Stevens person. It’s not much of a clue, but it’s all we’ve got.”

			The phone rang and they all jumped. “I’ll get it,” said Sam, heading for the living room.

			Phoebe listened to Sam say, “Yeah? What? Uh huh. Uh huh.” Then he mumbled something she didn’t catch.

			“Something’s still bothering me,” Evie confessed, voice low. “I can’t believe Sam’s had that bracelet all these years.” Evie sucked in her bottom lip. “We all figured she must have been wearing it when she went missing. She had it on that night at dinner. She never took the thing off.”

			Why would she? Phoebe wondered. If it was her most treasured possession, why leave it behind?

			Two ideas came to mind: that Lisa suspected something bad might happen to her and she wanted to leave behind a clue; or she had it on the night she went into the woods for the last time, and Sam somehow got hold of it. Which would mean he was involved. Evie was looking right at her, and Phoebe sensed the other woman was somehow reading her mind. Phoebe felt her throat tighten. “You don’t think—” she started to say.

			Sam burst into the kitchen and Phoebe jumped a little, hating herself for it. This was her boyfriend. Her great love. The father of her child.

			“She has a baby,” Sam blurted out.

			“What?” Evie said. “Who?”

			He knows, Phoebe thought. He learned about the pregnancy. Maybe the fake Evie had just called him on the phone and given her up.

			“Lisa,” Sam said. “That was Franny. She noticed the front of Lisa’s shirt was all wet, then realized her breasts were leaking milk. Lisa told her there was a baby. Just a few weeks old. When Franny asked where it was, she said it was back with his father—in the fairy world.”

			“Holy shit,” Evie muttered, eyes huge.

			“If the people who have been after us have that baby, we need to go to the police,” said Phoebe, shuddering.

			“Okay,” Sam said, nodding.

			“Not so fast,” Evie said. “Let’s think this through.”

			“What is there to think through?” Phoebe asked. “We’ve got some psychopaths who’ve kidnapped a baby. If this is really Lisa, then we’re talking about your niece or nephew, Sam. We’ve gotta find that baby.”

			“Exactly,” Evie agreed. “But I think we have a better chance doing it on our own. If Teilo gets wind that the cops are involved—and he will find out—he’ll take that baby where we’ll never find it. Or worse.”

			“But I—” Phoebe said.

			Evie cut her off. “Think about what happened with the police back at the cabin. You two turned out looking like the criminals, remember? He’s clever. He’ll always be two steps ahead of us.”

			“So what are we supposed to do?” Sam asked.

			“Follow your original plan,” Evie said. “Take Lisa to Barre. See what you can find out. Lisa is the key here. She’s carrying clues around in that jumbled head of hers. We just have to make sense of them. Cops are going to scare her to death. And trust me, they hear the first whisper from her about the fairy world, and bam, social work and psych are involved, and she’s hospitalized and drugged to the gills, no good to anyone, least of all the baby. We’re Lisa’s family, Sam. We can get through to her.”

			Sam bit his lip. “Okay,” he agreed. “But if we don’t turn up anything on our little field trip to Barre, we call the police.”

			“Do you think we should tell your mom?” Phoebe asked. “Maybe even bring Lisa by?”

			It was nearly eleven and they were back in their bedroom. Phoebe was changing the sheets, taking off the ones Lisa had slept on and putting on a pale blue set. Sam shook his head as he kicked off the old hiking boots he wore everywhere.

			“Not yet, Bee.” He took off his watch and set it on the little table next to his side of the bed. The book he’d been reading was there, too—some horribly depressing book on global warming his mom had given him for his birthday.

			Sam stood shirtless, his curly hair disheveled and slightly sweaty. Phoebe studied the scar on his chest, wondered if she’d ever learn the truth about it.

			He turned his back to her, pulled off his jeans, letting them drop to the floor. “Not until we know for sure. And I’m still not convinced. Something just doesn’t feel right about all this.”

			“Maybe your mother would know. Some people say mothers have a kind of intuition, a connection to their kids that never goes away.”

			Sam grunted.

			“That’s what I’ve always heard, anyway,” she said. “I was reading somewhere recently that mothers and babies can identify each other just by smell. Isn’t that amazing?”

			“So what are you suggesting?” he asked. “You want my mother to give this girl a great big sniff all over to see if she’s Lisa? Christ, Bee, we’re not a pack of wolves.” He climbed into the freshly made bed and turned off the light on his table. Phoebe’s own bedside light had been smashed to pieces during Lisa’s struggle with Teilo. She’d replaced it with an old metal gooseneck lamp from the office.

			“That’s not what I’m saying at all! Lisa was her baby. Her only daughter. They must have had a strong connection. Just like you would if it were your kid we were talking about.”

			How could she be such a coward? It wasn’t just her baby; it was Sam’s too. He had to know the truth. Especially now. If Teilo had taken Lisa’s baby, wouldn’t he come for theirs too?

			It’s now or never, she told herself. “Sam, I—”

			“But I don’t have any kids,” he told her. “I’ll never have kids.” His eyes were closed, his face calm.

			Phoebe clenched her hands into tight fists. “Never?” The word came out high and tight.

			“It’s never been anything I’ve wanted.” Sam’s voice was sleepy, drifting. “It’s just not in the cards, Bee.”

			And just then, she thought she felt the tiny baby move inside her, give a kick in protest, pound on the walls of her uterus, to say, Like it or not, I’m here.

			“Can’t sleep?” Evie asked. She was in the kitchen, warming milk on the stove, spooning honey into it.

			Phoebe shook her head, sure that if she spoke, she’d burst into tears.

			“Me neither,” Evie said, smiling. “No worries, though. It’s my personal belief that all the best people are insomniacs.” She sprinkled cinnamon into the milk, then reached for two mugs. “Try this.” Evie filled a mug with steaming milk and passed it to her. “It’s what my mother always gave me when I couldn’t sleep.”

			Phoebe took a sip. It was warm and sweet and perfect. She took another long gulp, feeling it warm her. Had her mother ever made her warm milk? She’d given Phoebe NyQuil to help her sleep (and poured herself a slug for good measure). Half a Valium now and then. An ounce of brandy, which tasted like poison, but her mother promised it would chase the nightmares away. Her mother, who spent her last years in some hideous public housing unit, trading disability checks for frozen dinners, generic cigarettes, and booze.

			Sometimes you’ve just gotta live, sweetheart. Feel the wind in your hair.

			For the millionth time that day, Phoebe wondered what kind of mother she’d be and if she was genetically programmed to be lousy at it. She imagined some hidden switch flipping somewhere in the back of her brain the day her baby was born, the fucked-up-mommy switch inherited from her mother and grandmother, along with her curly hair and narrow hips.

			Jesus. A tear ran down her nose, dripped into her mug of warm milk.

			How could she have even considered keeping the baby?

			Little Willa or Jasper didn’t stand a chance.

			“Phoebe?” Evie said, placing a hand gently on her arm.

			“Do you think you could drive?” Phoebe asked.

			“I—I don’t know. I remember how. But it’s been a long time. And there’s the little detail that in order to drive, I’d have to leave the house. Go out there.” Evie gestured toward the door, her hand trembling a little as if the devil himself was waiting for her there.

			“Forget it,” Phoebe said, touching her forehead, then pressing hard, massaging it in little circles. She was so shitty at this—asking people for help. She’d spent her whole life trying not to need anyone’s help, prided herself on her independence. “It’s just that I need a ride. I can get myself there, but someone else has to drive me home and there’s no one I can ask. No one I want to ask. There’s Franny, but she can be so judgmental.”

			“Phoebe, I—”

			“I’m pregnant.” She spit the words out like bits of metal, sharp against her tongue.

			Evie took in a breath, then nodded, her face calm.

			“Sam doesn’t want a baby,” Phoebe continued. “And besides, it doesn’t matter. I’d be a lousy mother anyway. And it’s not like Sam and I have any chance at all of making it. I don’t know what we’re doing even trying.” The tears were coming hard and fast and she was gulping for air.

			“Oh, Phoebe,” Evie said, pulling Phoebe to her. Evie held her tight, and she cried harder, her tears soaking the shoulder of Evie’s T-shirt.

			“Bee?”

			Sam was at the edge of the kitchen in his boxers, squinting at them, his face one big sad question mark. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

			So this was how it was going to be. No romantic dinner with candlelight and wine. She could practically hear Franny scolding her, saying, This is why you should have told him the minute you found out.

			“Oh God, I’m sorry, I tried,” Phoebe sobbed, stepping away from Evie. “I was waiting for the right time, but Franny was right—there’s no such thing as the right time.”

			His face grew more puzzled. “Franny knows?”

			Phoebe tried to calm down, took a few ragged breaths.

			“I should have come to you first, I know. But things have been so hectic. So complicated. I’m scared, Sam. I’m scared that whoever took Lisa’s baby will want ours too.”

			Sam stared at her, his eyes glassy.

			“Sam? Say something.”

			“You remember, don’t you,” Evie said, looking at Sam, her own eyes wide and panicked. “What we all promised Teilo?”

			Sam said nothing.

			“What?” Phoebe asked.

			Evie cleared her throat. “All of us—Sammy, Lisa, and I—we each promised to give our firstborn child to Teilo.”

			Phoebe felt the air in her lungs escape. She felt light-headed. The baby inside her, the size of a lima bean, she imagined.

			Sam’s firstborn.

			“You did what?” Phoebe said, the words taking every ounce of effort to form. She looked at Sam pleadingly. It was a tell-me-it-isn’t-true look, but he didn’t meet her gaze. “Sam?” she said, stepping backward, stumbling over a chair. She turned and ran from the room.

			“Bee!” he called after her, but it was too late.

			She got to the office, bolted the door.

			Phoebe took in a breath.

			Firstborn. Sam promised Teilo his firstborn.

			Just as Lisa had.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 31

			Lisa

			JUNE 14 AND 15, FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

			“Where’s Evie?” Sam asked when Lisa met him out in the yard.

			“She’s, um, changing,” Lisa said. She tried to push the image of Evie’s legs stuffed into her too-tight pants out of her head.

			“What’s this big important thing you wanted to tell us?”

			“Let’s wait for Evie.”

			“Is it about Da?” Sam asked. “’Cause if you know something, you should tell. I’m old enough. I’m sick of everyone thinking I’m not old enough.”

			“No,” Lisa said. “This isn’t about Da. I’ve got a deal for you. I think you’ll like it.”

			Evie sauntered out into the yard, dressed in her own clothes—baggy overalls, big shitkickers on her feet.

			She didn’t say a word or make eye contact.

			They all three plopped themselves down in the tall grass, bending it, making little nests for themselves.

			“Okay, I know you guys are getting a little sick of all this talk about the fairies and the cellar hole. Sam, I know you don’t believe me. And Evie, I know you want me to stay away from there.”

			They both nodded in agreement. Lisa couldn’t see their faces in the dark, only their silhouettes. Evie started ripping at the grass. Sam sat perfectly still.

			She waited. Sam and Evie leaned a little closer. She could hear them breathing. Crickets chirped. Lightning bugs flickered.

			“So here’s the deal. You two sign papers promising your firstborn to Teilo, and I’ll never mention him again. I’ll drop the papers off in the cellar hole and wait. If he doesn’t come tonight, I’m done. I won’t go down there, I won’t leave any gifts, I swear I’ll never talk about the fairies again.”

			Sam laughed.

			“Wait, firstborn? You mean, like, firstborn child?”

			It sounded so ridiculous when Sam said it, Lisa thought she might lose her resolve. But she called upon the strength of the fairies and replied quietly, with dignity.

			“Yes. Precisely. Firstborn child.”

			“Lisa,” Evie said, “you’re kidding, right? You wouldn’t really promise . . . something like that? Or ask us to?”

			“Come on,” Lisa said, growing impatient. “What have you got to lose? Who knows if any of us would ever even have kids. You don’t believe in any of it anyway, Sammy. And Evie, if you do this, I promise I’ll just drop the whole thing.”

			Sammy and Evie were silent.

			Lisa reached into the back pocket of her jeans, pulled out the three pieces of paper and pens, and handed Sammy and Evie one.

			“Are you sure about this?” Evie asked, picking up her pen. “If your Fairy King doesn’t show up, you won’t go down there anymore? You swear?”

			“Not after tonight,” Lisa said.

			Sam snickered, filling out his paper.

			“Don’t forget to write down your wish too. Then sign it.”

			“Do I seal it with a drop of blood?” Sam asked, folding his note into a paper airplane and aiming it straight for Lisa’s head.

			Lisa rolled her eyes.

			“So do you ever wonder?” Evie asked, once she was finished folding up her paper into a tight little rectangle. She recapped the pen using her mouth, making it all gross and slobbery.

			“Wonder what?” Lisa said. She took Evie’s paper and the pen, careful not to touch the cap.

			“Why you? I mean, no offense or anything, but why are you the one getting the gifts and the book? If he really is the King of the Fairies, he could have any girl on earth, right?”

			Lisa shrugged her shoulders. Evie walked back toward the house. Lisa listened for the door but didn’t hear it slam.

			“I think Evie’s jealous,” Sam said. “She wants a chance to go at it with the Fairy King.”

			“That’s sick,” said Lisa.

			“Nah,” Sammy said. “What’s sick is you two believing all this crap. I hate to say it, Lisa, but you’re getting to be as crazy as Da.” Then he was gone, too, leaving Lisa feeling like she’d been punched in the gut.

			She entered the woods and made her way toward Reliance, heart pounding as she descended the hill and jumped the brook, walked through the spindly trees, smelling the rich loamy smell of the woods. Her plan had worked! It didn’t matter what they thought: they’d have proof soon enough. She was on her way to meet the King of the Fairies—the very thought of it made her feel giddy and light, like a balloon bouncing around, needing to be tied down so she wouldn’t float away.

			As she approached the cellar hole, Lisa heard a voice talking, then shouting. She held her breath, listening.

			“I know you can hear me! You don’t belong here. Leave Lisa alone!”

			Lisa crept closer, squinted in the darkness until she made out a figure in overalls and big work boots.

			Evie. It was just Evie. She must have circled back and gone into the woods without Lisa noticing.

			“What are you doing?” Lisa asked as she approached Evie.

			“Lisa,” Evie said. “This is a huge mistake. You don’t get that now, but you’ve gotta trust me.”

			“Trust you?” Lisa said. “Why should I trust you?”

			Evie looked as if she’d been slapped in the face. “Because—” she stammered.

			“Because why?” Lisa asked.

			“There’s so much I could tell you. So much you don’t know. I thought it would ruin everything, but now . . .”

			“What I do know is that you’ve been sneaking around with Gerald and Pinkie, telling them about the cellar hole,” Lisa said, stepping away. “How am I supposed to trust you when you’ve been blabbing away about the one big secret I’ve ever asked you to keep?”

			Evie took a step forward, gave Lisa a pleading look. “I did it to protect you.”

			“Protect me? How is telling my biggest secret to those jerks protecting me?”

			“Look, I can’t explain it all right now. But I will. Soon, I promise. Come on. Let’s get out of here—just you and me. We’ll take the stupid papers we filled out and burn them. I know where Mom keeps the keys to her car. I can drive a little, enough to get us far away from here, from the hill and Reliance. From all the bullshit.”

			Lisa couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Evie was actually asking her to run away?

			“And where are we supposed to go?” Lisa asked.

			“Away. Like those girls in the story you’ve been telling. We get on a horse or in Ma’s old busted-up Caddie, and we ride. We ride until we run out of gas, until the car breaks down, then we walk. We jump a train. We hitch. Whatever. We just go. Now. Before it’s too late.”

			Lisa stared at her cousin. “Too late?”

			Evie clenched her jaw and looked down at the ground. She pulled the key on the cord out from inside her shirt. “All of this is my fault. But I can stop it. I can save us.” Evie let out a wheezing, raspy breath. “I have to tell you something,” she said, hanging her head down, looking guilty.

			“Look,” Lisa said, “if it’s about tonight, what I saw in my room, forget it. It’s okay. I don’t mind. You can borrow my stuff anytime you want. Really.”

			“But that’s not—”

			“It doesn’t matter,” Lisa told her. She touched Evie lightly on the arm. “This thing with the fairies, Evie, it’s huge. And it’s so wonderful. Do you understand how lucky we are? We can get whatever we wish for. They may be able to help Da. Don’t you get it, Evie? I want you to be a part of it too. And if Sammy’s right, if there are no fairies and Teilo doesn’t come, then I’m done with all this. Promise.” Then she reached down and took Evie’s hand, entwining her index finger with Evie’s. “We’re like this,” she said. “And nothing’s going to take that away.”

			Evie nodded.

			“You go on now,” Lisa said, gently pushing Evie away. “Back to the house. I’m gonna drop off our papers.”

			Evie headed back up the hill, her feet crunching the ground beneath her.

			Lisa went right for the cellar hole and pulled the papers out of her pocket. Hers was on top, so she looked at that one first.

			
			I, Lisa Nazzaro, promise my firstborn to Teilo, the King of the Fairies. My wish is that one day I can come visit the land of the fairies and see it with my own eyes.

			

			She hesitated over the others, then broke down and opened them, deciding Teilo wouldn’t mind. Sam’s was simple: I, Sam Nazzaro, promise my firstborn child to the fairies. My true wish is that Lisa gets a clue and stops jerking us around with all this fairy crap.

			Duly noted. Lisa folded it back up.

			Then she opened Evie’s.

			Evie’s wish sent a little electric warning through Lisa’s body. There, in Evie’s messy childish scrawl, were these words:

			
			I, Eve Katherine O’Toole, do promise my firstborn child to Teilo, King of the Fairies.

			My wish is that Lisa never learns the truth.

			Now, hours later, Lisa understood the truth: the King of the Fairies was not coming for her. She’d waited in the cellar hole half the night with her notes, calling Teilo’s name like some pathetic schoolgirl with a crush. Stupid. She’d done what she was supposed to: she’d promised the King of the Fairies her firstborn, even convinced the others to do the same. But he hadn’t come. Maybe the fairies had looked inside her and decided she was unworthy. She grabbed a handful of her hair and yanked it hard. “Idiot!”

			

			Maybe she should have waited longer, but she couldn’t make herself. Each minute that ticked by was just further proof that Sammy was right—Teilo wasn’t coming. Maybe he didn’t even exist at all.

			Now, cold, tired, and utterly defeated, she had to go back to the house and keep her promise. She had to find a way to act like this thing with the fairies had never even happened. She wasn’t allowed to ever mention it again. Or go down the hill into Reliance.

			Worse still, she’d have to listen to Sammy saying, I told you so.

			Sure everyone was asleep, Lisa let herself in the kitchen door. She was creeping up the stairs when something stopped her. Voices. She held her breath, listening.

			One of the voices was Da’s.

			But Da hadn’t spoken in over two weeks.

			She listened harder. This was definitely Da’s voice. And someone else. Lisa tiptoed back down the stairs, straining to hear through the heartbeat hammering in her head. Was she imagining the voices?

			When Lisa peeked around the corner from the kitchen, she saw it wasn’t her imagination. There was Evie, crouched on the floor, talking with Da in the living room. And Da was talking back.

			But what were they saying?

			And why was Da talking to Evie when Lisa herself, his own flesh-and-blood daughter, had been trying to get him to speak for the past two weeks?

			Lisa heard the words her, she, too late, and never again. Then, clear as could be, she heard Evie say the words, “Please, Dad.”

			The kitchen light came on.

			“Lisa?”

			She spun to see Aunt Hazel in her shabby flannel nightgown. Her hair was going every which way and she reeked of brandy. “It’s nearly three in the morning,” she said. “What are you doing up?”

			Lisa couldn’t think fast enough to answer. Her head swam.

			Dad. Evie had called Da Dad.

			Hazel marched past Lisa, leaving a trail of brandy fumes, and threw on the living room light switch. Evie was hiding behind the recliner, but Hazel spotted her instantly. “What’s going on here, Evie?”

			Evie’s cheeks blazed red.

			Then Hazel looked at the couch. “Dave?”

			But Lisa’s father was no longer on the couch. There was only a damp pillow and balled-up cotton blanket covering the large indent on the cushion where his body had been for the past three weeks. Lisa followed Hazel through the living room into the office. Her father was seated at the desk, the phone in his hand.

			“Who are you talking to, Dave?” Hazel asked, hurrying into the room.

			She took the phone from his hand, said, “Hello? Anyone there?” into it, then shook her head and hung up.

			“We need to get you back in bed, Dave. And you children, upstairs, now!” Hazel pointed to the stairs with a shaking hand.

			“Evie?”

			As soon as they’d gotten back to the bedroom, Evie had turned off the lights and crawled into her sleeping bag. Lisa got into bed but knew she’d never be able to sleep.

			“Yeah?” Evie said. She was just a disembodied voice in the darkness of Lisa’s bedroom. A voice from down below.

			Lisa struggled to keep her thoughts straight.

			“I heard you just now,” Lisa said. “I heard you call my father Dad.”

			Evie was silent a moment. “You know why?” she said at last. “Because he thought I was you. You know how messed up he is from all those medicines they’ve got him on.”

			“What did you say to him?” Lisa asked.

			“Nothing,” Evie said.

			Lisa turned, facing the wall, her mind racing.

			“So I take it your Fairy King never showed up,” Evie said.

			“No,” Lisa mumbled.

			“Then you’re done with all of it? Like you promised?”

			Lisa nodded in the dark and spoke through the hard lump in her throat. “Like I promised.”

			Lisa woke up in the morning to the sound of bells, not the gentle tinkling of the fairy bells but something far more ominous. Ringing, chiming, one loud whine that went on and on, getting louder. A great whirling vortex of sound. A siren. She stumbled out of bed to the window, tripping over Evie in her sleeping bag.

			“What?” Evie shouted, sitting up. Then she heard the sound and crawled out of the sleeping bag, joining Lisa at the window.

			Outside, everything looked hazy in the early morning light. Two men were wheeling Da on a stretcher into an ambulance. His eyes were closed. He had an oxygen mask covering his nose and mouth. Lisa’s mother got in with him. She was still in her pajamas, which was all wrong. Her mother would never leave the house in her pajamas. Aunt Hazel was coming back into the house, her face tight as a statue’s.

		

	


	
		
			PART III

			Say, Say My Playmate

			

	


	
		
			From The Book of Fairies

			
			If you wish to cross over to the fairy realm, it needs to be done on Midsummer’s Eve.

			For at least three days before, take no solid food. Drink only water sweetened with honey and tea made from the flowers and leaves of foxglove.

			On Midsummer’s Eve, journey into the woods alone, near midnight. Bring nothing with you. Tell no one you are leaving.

			Stand inside a circle of thirteen stones, close your eyes, and call out to the King of the Fairies. Tell him you are ready and that you come willingly. Then wait for him to take your hand.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 32

			Phoebe

			JUNE 13, PRESENT DAY

			She was back in her childhood bed with the white wooden headboard. Beds are like boats, she was thinking, smiling as she navigated her way using the glow-in-the-dark stars on her ceiling. The bed was moving, rocking on the waves. Gradually, horribly, it dawned on her that it was not the ocean that caused her bed to sway. It was something below trying to get out: pushing, thrashing, clawing his way up from the trapdoor under the bed where she’d piled books and toys and suitcases full of clothes, thinking that might keep her safe. At last, he pushed through. A shadow slithered to the far corner of her room, then back toward her. It made no sound.

			She wanted to run, but her legs were frozen in place, the covers heavy as lead. As the figure moved closer and lifted his head, she saw that it was Sam.

			“Shit!” she yelped, sitting up on the half-deflated air mattress to find bright sunlight streaming through the window.

			Home. She was home. Not in her own bed beneath the watchful eyes of the owl but on the office floor.

			Double shit.

			She replayed the events of the night before in her mind and felt sick to her stomach.

			Squinting at the clock, heart still hammering from the dream, she saw it was a little after eight. Sam was thumping around in the kitchen making coffee. The water ran; the grinder whirred. Hearing the chirps of the cordless phone being dialed a few minutes later, she opened the office door, listened carefully, and realized right away that he was talking to his boss.

			“Something’s come up,” he explained. “A family emergency, and I won’t be in for a couple of days. I’ll give you a call if it’s going to be any longer. Uh huh. Thanks, man.”

			Phoebe quietly closed the door and waited, holding her breath, sure that at any moment she’d hear him come down the hall, knock softly. Maybe he’d even have a cup of coffee for her. They’d talk about the baby. He’d say he was sorry. He’d promise to keep her and the baby safe.

			Just as she was expecting, she heard Sam’s footsteps come from the kitchen to the hall. Then he stopped and grabbed his keys, which jingled in his hand. He hesitated a moment, not three feet from her door, then turned and walked the other way.

			“Sam?” she called, but he didn’t seem to hear.

			She couldn’t believe he would just leave her like this.

			And if he wasn’t going to work, where was he off to?

			Phoebe pulled on her jeans and green boots, ran a hand through her sleep-tousled hair, and hurried into the hall. Sam’s truck started in the driveway.

			Phoebe grabbed her purse and keys.

			“Where’re you going so early?” Evie asked. She was watching from the living room, still cocooned in blankets on the couch. All Phoebe could see of her was her face with its enormous dark eyes. And the key necklace, on top of the covers.

			“To see what the hell Sam’s up to,” Phoebe said, hurrying toward the front door.

			Evie nodded. “Be careful,” she said, and Phoebe got a chill.

			At first she was sure she’d lost him. She knew he’d turned left out of the driveway onto Lang Street, but did he go left on River or right? She looked right and saw no sign of his truck. The road to the left took a sharp bend, so it was impossible to see very far. She took a chance and went left and soon had him in sight.

			She kept her distance, making sure there were always at least two cars between them. As they drove out of town, this got harder because the traffic thinned. He was heading toward the state forest. He could be going for Lisa, maybe to take her to Barre on his own now. He turned down Harrington Road, which took him away from Franny and Jim’s and into the heart of the state forest with its vast network of hiking trails. Where the hell was he going? There was nothing out this way. Nothing, nothing, and more nothing. Phoebe hit the brakes, wondering if she dared follow. There were no cars between them now. Maybe he was going to take a little impromptu hike to clear his head. That seemed a very Sam-like thing to do.

			But then, Sam hadn’t been acting like himself lately, had he?

			She moved her foot from the brake to the gas and rolled slowly after him.

			They passed a small pond, a stand of sugar maples, and a Christmas tree farm. The road twisted and turned like a drunken snake. Phoebe clawed at the wheel with her thumbnails. Every now and then, she caught sight of his taillights and slowed. At least she hadn’t lost him yet. If he turned down a side road or driveway, she’d have no way of knowing. Each time she came to one, she hit the brakes, glanced down the road, and, seeing no sign of Sam’s red pickup, continued on.

			The houses were few and far between. Seasonal cabins, mostly. A few year-round dwellings for hardy souls.

			She passed a run-down trailer on the right. There were cars up on cinder blocks, an oil tank outside on bent legs. And there were Christmas decorations up—strings of ragged lights, a tattered reindeer flag, and a big shiny plastic sign on the door that said SANTA IS COMING. A warning.

			And who was Santa anyway, Phoebe thought, but the king of the elves? Elves—first cousins to fairies.

			“Idiot,” she mumbled to herself. The road dipped down, then leveled. Phoebe wished she was back home at the kitchen table, drinking a cup of hot coffee, instead of out here on a wild-goose chase. Evie would get up and they’d have cinnamon toast with mountains of sugar.

			Up ahead, she caught up with Sam just enough to see him turn onto a side road. She followed, creeping along. She passed a U-Haul in front of a small gray house. Two guys in dirty T-shirts were loading a couch into the back of it. Up ahead, Sam was pulling his truck into the driveway of a small ranch three houses down on the left. Phoebe slammed on the brakes, put her car in reverse, and backed up so that she was hidden by the U-Haul.

			The house whose driveway Sam had pulled into was set back from the road and had sickly yellow vinyl siding and a tidy yard. And in the driveway, right in front of Sam’s truck, was the black Jeep with Massachusetts plates.

			“Holy shit,” Phoebe said, rubbing her eyes like a stupid comic book character who can’t quite believe what she’s seeing. And she felt more like a character in a comic book or film than her true self—surely this wasn’t her real life, her real boyfriend and father of the baby she carried inside her.

			“What’s your daddy up to?” she asked, placing a protective hand over her belly.

			She sat and watched in a dumbfounded stupor as Sam approached the front door and knocked. The door was answered by the bearded man who had called himself Elliot back in the cabin.

			Phoebe slouched down in her seat. The fake Elliot stood talking with Sam for a minute. Then the girl who played Evie appeared in the doorway in a midriff-exposing halter top. There was no hole in her side or thick bandaging. She was intact and unhurt.

			Sam seemed agitated. The more he talked, the louder his voice got. Phoebe unrolled her window all the way, straining to hear.

			She caught Sam saying baby. Elliot shook his head, rubbed his face worriedly. Then the fake Evie said something Phoebe couldn’t hear.

			She couldn’t risk moving any closer. Elliot shook his head, said something that made Sam relax. Then, a few seconds later, Sam was laughing.

			She had to do something. Call someone. But who? The police—no, she’d sound like a crazy person. How could she possibly explain? Sam was involved; involved in what, exactly, she couldn’t say.

			She grabbed the phone and dialed her home number. Evie picked up.

			“You’re not going to believe who Sam is talking to right this minute,” she said.

			“Who?” Evie asked, sounding half-asleep.

			“The fake Evie and Elliot! He drove right to their goddamn house, and they’re all chatting away like the best of friends. The girl’s got a short shirt on, exposing this totally perfect belly—not a mark on her. Shit! He just went inside with them. What the hell is going on, Evie? Who are these people?”

			Evie was silent a minute. “I think you better get out of there,” she said, sounding suddenly awake. “Don’t let them see you. Get out of there and come back home. We’ll sit down and figure out what to do next. Okay?”

			“Okay, but I want to make a stop first. I want to check on Lisa and tell Franny not to let Sam and his merry bunch of goons come anywhere near her.”

			“But how could Sam be involved in whatever happened to Lisa?” Franny asked. “This is his own sister we’re talking about. And her baby!”

			They were sitting at Franny’s kitchen table sipping jasmine tea with honey from heavy ceramic mugs. Lisa was outside picking strawberries with Jim. Phoebe could see them through the kitchen window. Lisa was wearing overalls and a T-shirt. She looked lost in Franny’s clothes, and she had the complexion of a vampire. How could such a skin-and-bones woman give birth to a baby? Phoebe couldn’t believe that it would have been born healthy. She pictured the baby out there now, malnourished, sick, needing medical attention.

			“I don’t know,” Phoebe admitted. “None of it makes any sense. I can’t believe he might have been involved with what happened at the cabin—I mean, what would be the point of all that? It seems like a hell of a show to put on just for my benefit. And when I think for even a second that he might have had anything to do with taking Lisa’s baby . . .” Her voice broke and she blinked back tears. “He didn’t say anything when he found out I was pregnant, Franny. And then I find out he’s promised his firstborn to the fairies! What other secrets is he keeping?”

			“I’ve known Sam practically his whole life, Bee,” Franny said, putting a comforting hand on Phoebe’s arm. “He’d never put a child in harm’s way—his or anybody else’s. The idea of him being involved in some crazy criminal conspiracy just doesn’t fit. But he obviously knows more than he’s been letting on, right?”

			Phoebe nodded, took a sip of tea. It seemed impossible that her life had spun so far out of control these last days. That the love of her life, the guy who cried at the death of the wounded owl, had become one of the bad guys.

			“He may be into this deeper than I ever imagined,” she said. “When I talked with Becca, she said if I wanted to know what really happened to Lisa, I should ask Sam what he saw in the woods that night and how he got the scar on his chest. So he was there! And he saw what happened. Shit, he might even have been a part of it!”

			Franny slammed her mug down and stood up quickly, reached for Phoebe’s hand. “Come on,” she said.

			“Where are we going?” Phoebe asked, spilling tea down the front of her shirt as she was jerked to her feet.

			“Becca knew Sam was in the woods that night.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Which means she must have been there too.”

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 33

			Lisa

			JUNE 15, FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

			“This is the worst day of my life. Period.”

			Evie smiled. “Did you mean to do that? Isn’t that kind of a pun or something?”

			Lisa threw a pillow down at Evie, who teased, “Missed me.”

			They were in Lisa’s bedroom with the door locked.

			“What’s going on in there?” Sammy asked, pounding at the door.

			“Girl talk,” Evie said. “Buzz off.”

			“Have you heard anything?” Sammy asked through the door. “From Mom or Aunt Hazel?”

			“Um, you can hear the phone ring as well as we can, right?” Evie said. “Why don’t you go watch for them in the driveway.”

			Lisa rolled over and looked at the clock. It was nearly four. All they’d heard was the one phone call from her mom this morning saying that Da was in a coma. He’d taken a lot more pills this time.

			“But he’s gonna be okay, right?” Lisa had asked.

			There was a long pause. “We’re not sure,” her mother had said.

			“I want to see him!”

			“You can’t, sweetie. He’s in intensive care. No one under sixteen is allowed in.”

			“But I . . .”

			“Rules are rules, love. I’ll call again when there’s news.”

			Evie spent the morning upstairs by herself, while Sam and Lisa played hand after hand of rummy. Evie came downstairs and made them all tuna melts, which she burned. Lisa couldn’t eat a single bite.

			“Come on,” Evie had said. “I know my cooking sucks, but you gotta eat.”

			“Stomachache,” Lisa said, her abdomen twisting and cramping.

			Later, when she went into the bathroom, she found brown stains on her panties.

			“I think there’s something wrong with me,” she’d told Evie.

			“No, dummy,” Evie had said. “It’s your period.”

			“My period? But isn’t blood supposed to be red?” This wasn’t how it was supposed to happen. Her mother should be there, welcoming her to womanhood. And she was supposed to feel like a woman—not a helpless kid who couldn’t even go visit her dad in the hospital. Her belly had cramped and she bent forward, grimacing. No one had told her it was going to hurt like this.

			“Trust me,” Evie had said. Then she rummaged around in the bathroom closet and found a box of pads. “Get some fresh underwear and put one of these on. Then take three Advil.”

			After, they’d locked themselves in Lisa’s room and Evie told her that she’d been getting her period for almost a year now.

			“But how could you not tell me something like that?” Lisa asked.

			Evie shrugged. “Maybe there’s lots of stuff I don’t tell you.”

			“Like what?”

			“Forget it.” Evie looked away. “Let’s go see what Sammy’s up to, huh?” She stood up and unlocked the door.

			“Evie?”

			Evie stopped, her hand on the knob.

			“There’s something I want to show you. Something I found in your mom’s room.” Lisa went to her bookshelf and pulled out the dictionary. The old photo of Da and Hazel was right where she’d hid it. After crumpling it up, she hadn’t been able to throw it away. So she smoothed it out and stuck it in the M’s.

			
			Misery.

			Misfortune.

			Mishap.

			

			She held it out to Evie. “Is this part of the secret?” she asked. “Your mom and my dad—they were together once, right? Is he your dad too?”

			Evie took the photo and stared down at it, her brown eyes darkening. “You shouldn’t have been snooping around in her room!” she said.

			“It’s true, though, isn’t it?” Lisa asked. “We’re sisters, right?”

			The door was pushed open.

			“Sammy!” Lisa snarled, turning to see that it wasn’t Sam but her mother stepping through the door. Her mother’s eyes were red and puffy with dark circles under them.

			“You’re back! What happened? How’s Da?”

			Don’t say he’s dead. Please God, don’t let him be dead.

			“No change,” her mother said. “They said they’d call if there was any news.” Then her eyes went to the photo in Evie’s hand.

			“Where did you get that?” Lisa’s mom hissed.

			“Lisa,” Evie said.

			“Give it to me,” Phyllis demanded, snatching the photo from Evie and ripping it up right in front of them. “What’s done is done,” she said, staring at Evie with a venomous look.

			“Lisa got her period,” Evie said.

			Phyllis looked like Evie had slapped her.

			“What?” she said, studying Lisa. “Is this true?”

			Lisa nodded. She wasn’t sure what to expect: some motherly wisdom, a hug, or maybe some kind of you’re-a-woman-now congratulations. But her mother’s face just got paler. Then she swallowed hard, smiled, and said, “You two go on downstairs now. Or go outside and get some air. Sam says you’ve been locked in here for hours.”

			They played another round of rummy while Hazel threw together a tuna noodle casserole.

			“We had tuna for lunch,” Evie whined.

			“Well, you’ll just have to have it again, won’t you?” Hazel said. “Has anyone seen the cream of celery soup?”

			“No,” they all chimed.

			“And the cookies,” Hazel said. “I just bought a brand-new package of those chocolate peanut butter chunk ones you love so much, Sammy. Don’t tell me you ate the whole bag!”

			Sam shook his head. “I didn’t even see them. Ask Lisa. Maybe she took them for her Fairy King.”

			Lisa glared at him across the table. She’d kept her end of the deal. She hadn’t mentioned the fairies all day. And now here he was, blabbing away.

			“What?” Hazel asked, turning from the counter to face them.

			“She’s been leaving all kinds of treats for him. Soda and cookies. And he left her stuff, too, right, Lisa? Show her your charm bracelet. Tell her about the book.”

			“Book?” Hazel’s face got all pinched-looking. “What book?” She looked right at Evie when she said it. Evie looked away.

			“The Book of Fairies. It’s got all kinds of crazy stuff in it. She so obviously made it up herself. Fairy King my ass!” Sammy said.

			Something inside Hazel snapped. Lisa could almost hear a popping sound fill the kitchen. “Enough! We do not talk like that at the table. Go to your room!”

			“But I—”

			“Now!” she snarled. “And Evie, you too. I want to talk to Lisa alone.”

			Sam headed upstairs and Evie slunk outside.

			“You’ve got some explaining to do,” Aunt Hazel said once she and Lisa were alone. Hazel got right in her face, her hundred-proof breath nearly knocking Lisa flat. “What’s all this about a fairy book?” Hazel’s eyes were bloodshot and frantic.

			“It’s nothing,” Lisa said, shrinking. “It’s . . . it’s a story I made up.”

			Hazel took an unsteady step back, shaking her head in an I-don’t-believe-you way.

			Hazel reached out, grabbed Lisa’s wrist, studied the bracelet. “Tell me the truth, damn it!” She was twisting Lisa’s wrist so hard it brought tears to Lisa’s eyes.

			Lisa shook her head firmly and tried to yank her hand away, but Hazel had it in a firm grip. “I made it all up. Really. I left the gifts there myself.”

			Hazel let go of her wrist. Her mouth was working like she was saying something, but no words came out.

			Lisa slowly backed away from Hazel and went to look for Sammy, but he wasn’t in his room. When she left his bedroom, she heard her mother and Hazel having one of their whisper fights downstairs. Lisa snuck down the steps, tried to listen in. All she caught was the end. Her mother saying, “Just go. Now!”

			And Hazel grabbed her bulky purse, crammed full of tissues, romance novels, and expired coupons, got in her car, and took off, tires squealing.

			“Mom?” Lisa said. Her mother was standing at the stove, making tea. “Is everything okay?”

			Her mom gave her a vacant stare, like her eyes weren’t focused on anything at all. “Fine,” she said at last, forcing a painful-looking smile.

			Hazel came back from her trip just as they were sitting down to dinner. Sammy was heaping casserole on his plate. Lisa took only a little salad. Evie hadn’t shown up yet—no one had seen her all afternoon.

			“Well?” Phyllis said, glaring at her sister.

			Hazel shook her head, then fixed herself a tumbler full of milk and brandy, bypassing the tuna casserole completely. She went and said something to Phyllis in a low voice. Lisa, who was sitting beside her mother, caught only one word: Gone.

			Did she mean Da? Had he died? And here they were eating stupid tuna casserole?

			Hazel took a seat at the table and nursed her drink. Her hands shook each time she took a sip.

			“Have you heard anything more about Da?” Sammy asked. “Are you going back to the hospital?”

			Neither Phyllis nor Hazel responded. They were both staring off into space.

			“It just seems like someone should be there,” Sam said. “You know, in case he wakes up or something.”

			Or dies, Lisa thought, hating herself for it.

			He’s not dead, he’s not dead, he’s not dead, she told herself, concentrating with all her might. She pictured him coming home from the hospital, giving her a big hug, saying, “Hiya, Beanpole.”

			“I’m going back to the hospital later,” Phyllis said, pushing food around on her plate. Hazel kept working on her milky drink. No one spoke. There was only the sound of forks scraping plates.

			Evie burst in through the kitchen door, shouldering her knapsack. Her face was red and sweaty, and her chest wheezed.

			“You!” Phyllis snarled, leaping up from the table and stepping toward Evie. In a low voice, she hissed, “What have you done?”

			Lisa held her breath, waiting. What was Evie in trouble for this time?

			“I’m sorry,” Evie said. “I didn’t know this would happen.”

			Lisa’s mom leaned in and whispered something Lisa didn’t catch.

			Evie looked like she might cry. “I know, but he promised—”

			Phyllis slapped Evie across the face, so hard it knocked Evie off balance. Lisa flinched and held her breath. Evie backed slowly out of the kitchen, head down, sobbing. When she got to the door, she turned and ran.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 34

			Phoebe

			JUNE 13, PRESENT DAY

			“How do you even know she’ll be here?” Phoebe asked as they pulled into the Price Chopper parking lot.

			“I don’t,” Franny said. “But if she isn’t, I bet I can talk whoever’s there into telling me how to get in touch with her. I’ll play the long-lost-relative card.” Phoebe had seen Franny in action and knew the Price Chopper employees didn’t stand a chance.

			They made their way past rows of shopping carts, through the automatic doors and the vestibule full of gum-ball machines and the claw game full of ugly stuffed animals and plastic jewelry. Phoebe flashed back to her job at the Crazy Cone when she was twenty, the constant mechanical beep and song of the video games, the kids who came in, pockets heavy with quarters, hoping for a high score or for the biggest, best prize.

			“There she is,” Franny said, heading past the display of freshly baked cinnamon buns toward the floral department. A woman with a green smock was trimming rose stems. She lifted her face and Phoebe inhaled sharply and grabbed Franny’s sleeve, jerking her back.

			“What?”

			“That’s Amy Pelletier—the girl from the woods! The one who played the old woman and ran naked onto the golf course.” She tugged on Franny’s arm, dragged her out of the store.

			“Are you sure?” Franny asked, stopping at the rows of green plastic shopping carts on the sidewalk outside. They hadn’t moved far enough away and the automatic door kept opening and closing with an angry hum.

			“Positive!”

			Franny scowled, which she often did when she was thinking hard. An elderly couple walked past them into the store. Then a woman with a baby in a pink pig sleeper complete with a snout built into the hood. “Come on,” Franny said at last, turning to head back into the store.

			“What are you doing?” Phoebe’s voice was frantic. Becca was just a girl, but the stunt at the cabin made her seem . . . otherworldly. Like a true changeling. A person who could turn from old to young, who could stab another with a corkscrew without injury. Who knew what else she was capable of?

			“Do you want to figure out what’s going on here or not?”

			“I do, but what makes you think she’s even going to talk to us?” Phoebe asked.

			“Oh, she’ll talk. If she doesn’t, we’ll make a scene. If she wants to keep her job, she’ll cooperate.”

			Phoebe followed Franny into the store and toward the floral department. Becca caught sight of them, immediately put down the sharp beaklike pruners, and took off her smock. She spoke briefly to an older woman behind the counter, then headed right for them.

			“Let’s go outside,” Becca said. “I could use a smoke.”

			For the first minute, they all just stared at one another, no one knowing how to get started. Becca took long, hard pulls from her Marlboro Light.

			“I don’t get it,” Phoebe said. “How did Sam not recognize you?”

			Becca smiled. “It’s been a long time. Our family moved down to Massachusetts a few months after Lisa disappeared. Would you recognize the adult version of some kid you knew when you were ten?”

			Phoebe was silent, trying to remember kids she’d known back then. She’d never had close friends, no one she’d ever invite home. There were girls she talked to in school, girls she got paired with for gym and science projects, but no one special. Even now, they were all faceless, nameless.

			“Well, I barely recognized you,” Franny admitted. “And you and I were pretty good friends for a while there. If it hadn’t been for your name tag, I wouldn’t even have been sure enough to come up and ask.”

			Becca nodded.

			“So when did you move back to Vermont?” Franny asked.

			“After I finished high school. I moved up to Burlington, waited tables there. I kind of stayed away from this whole area, too many crazy memories. But they found me. He found me.”

			“He?” Franny said.

			“You can’t run from the Dark Man.”

			A sharp chill ran down Phoebe’s neck. She took in a sharp breath and exhaled slowly.

			“Dark Man? I think I saw that movie. He was a vigilante superhero, right? All scarred up and tormented. Or maybe you’re talking about the Man in Black—Johnny Cash?” Franny laughed, but the others didn’t. “No? So what are we talking about, the devil or something?”

			Becca shook her head. “You don’t understand.”

			“Tell me about what happened at the cabin,” Phoebe said. “Why would you do it? And who are the others? Did you all plan it with Sam? How long did he know?”

			“Whoa!” Becca said, holding up her hand with the cigarette in a smoky slow-down gesture. “That’s a lot of questions.”

			“So start with the first . . . the most important,” Franny suggested. “Why?”

			Becca studied the burning ember at the end of her cigarette.

			“If you don’t start talking, we’re going right to the cops,” Franny warned.

			“I’m sure Alfred the constable would love to meet the true Amy Pelletier,” Phoebe added. “At the very least, you’d have a hell of a lot of explaining to do. And I’d bet it’s against the law to present false ID to cops.”

			“Okay,” Becca sighed. “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know. But then we’re done, right? You don’t come back and bother me at work. You don’t tell anyone you talked to me. Deal?”

			Phoebe nodded.

			“So back to the original question,” Franny said. “Why do it? How’d you get involved in this mess?”

			“Because Teilo asked me to.” Becca dropped her cigarette into a can of sand next to the building that was already overflowing with butts.

			“Teilo?” Franny said.

			Becca nodded. “The King of the Fairies. He contacts me sometimes. Asks me for favors. But it’s not like asking really, ’cause no one ever says no. That’s how come I ended up moving back here, getting this shit job. He wanted me close by.” She lit another cigarette with a pink Bic lighter—the one remaining vestige of her old nickname.

			“How does he contact you?” Franny asked.

			Becca’s eyes darted around the parking lot. She lowered her voice. “Leaves me notes. Calls me on the phone.”

			“From fairy land?” Franny asked, raising her voice. “Is that a long-distance call or what?”

			“I don’t expect you to understand,” Becca replied, her voice dripping with contempt. “He walks between the worlds. Sometimes in human form. Sometimes he comes in dreams. Or as an animal. He’s a magic man.”

			“What does he look like when he’s human?” Phoebe asked.

			“Tall. Dark hair. He has six fingers on each hand.”

			“Well that’s pretty distinguishing,” Franny said. Phoebe shot her a look.

			“What about his face?” Phoebe asked.

			“He always wears a mask. If a human looks upon the true face of a fairy, they’ll be driven mad.”

			“How convenient,” Franny said.

			“The others at the cabin—the fake Evie and Elliot—who were they?” Phoebe asked.

			Becca sucked on her cigarette, held the smoke in her lungs, and closed her eyes. Then she exhaled and opened her eyes only halfway, squinting at Phoebe. “You’ll leave them out of it, right? If I tell you, you won’t go hunt them down?”

			“Not if you explain everything,” Phoebe said.

			“It was my brother, Gerald, and his girlfriend, Trish.”

			“So you go through all this hoo-ha at the cabin for what exactly?” Franny asked.

			Becca looked around nervously. “It was all Teilo’s plan. He told me what to do. He said we had to take all your stuff, especially the old fairy book. Make it look like you were never there. Make you think you were going crazy.”

			“And who was the old man?”

			“Just the guy who owned the cabin. Someone Gerald knew from work or something. We gave him five hundred bucks, told him we were playing a prank on some old friends, and he agreed to go along with it.”

			“Gerald and his girlfriend—does Teilo contact them too, ask them for favors?” Phoebe asked.

			“No,” Becca said firmly. “I do. They’re all caught up in this mess because of me. Me and Danny.”

			“Danny?” Phoebe said.

			“My son. He’s five. His uncle Gerald adores him.” She reached into her front pocket and pulled out a little cloth coin purse that was stuffed full of cards and money. She rummaged through and pulled out a tiny photo of a little boy with dark hair and freckles. “That’s my little man,” she said, touching the boy’s cheek as if he was actually there, then tucking him carefully back into her wallet.

			“So, what—you threaten to not let Gerald see Danny if he doesn’t do what you ask?” Franny asked.

			Becca shook her head. “It’s not like that. Gerald and Trish, they do it to keep Danny safe. To keep him with me.”

			“Safe from whom?” Franny asked, but Phoebe knew the answer.

			“Teilo. If I don’t do what he asks, he’ll take Danny. I couldn’t live without my son.” She looked pleadingly at Phoebe. “You know how it is, right?”

			Phoebe took a step back. “Yes, I mean, no. I don’t have kids. But I can imagine.”

			“Danny’s dad got killed in a bike accident two summers ago. Danny’s all I’ve got.”

			“So let me get this straight,” Franny said. “Some crazy, mutant, child-stealing, six-fingered guy—whose face you’ve never even seen—gets you to do things by threatening to steal your child. And what, take him away to live in a big old tree with the Keebler elves?”

			Becca shook her head frantically. “Look, you don’t know, okay? You haven’t seen what he’s capable of. He has . . . powers.”

			“Do you know how to get in touch with Teilo?” Phoebe asked. “Where to find him?”

			Becca shook her head. “It doesn’t work that way. Teilo finds you. I’ve told you enough already. Too much. But in case you haven’t figured it out, you can’t hide. If you’ve still got something he wants, you can’t win.”

			Phoebe touched her stomach. There was no way he was getting Sam’s firstborn.

			“What do you know about Lisa’s baby?” Phoebe asked.

			Becca looked at her blankly. “Lisa? Is she back?”

			“You tell us,” Franny said.

			“I haven’t seen Lisa since that summer. But Teilo, he told me she’s been with him. But then she ran off. Once you live with fairies, you can’t come back to the human world. That’s what Teilo says.”

			The cell phone in Franny’s bag rang.

			“Look, I gotta go,” Becca said, tossing her cigarette butt on the ground and grinding it out with her foot. “Remember our deal, okay? We’re done.”

			Franny answered her phone, listened a minute, then said to Phoebe, “Sam’s at our place. He’s trying to take Lisa.” Turning back to the phone, she said, “Jim? Don’t let him take her. Do whatever you have to do. We’re on our way.” She dropped the phone in her bag, said, “We’ve gotta fly.”

			Becca was halfway back into the store, but Phoebe caught up with her, put a hand on her shoulder, got her to turn around.

			“Was Sam really in the woods that night? When Lisa disappeared?” Phoebe asked, remembering what had brought them to Becca in the first place.

			“Ask him,” Becca said.

			“I will. But first, I’m asking you,” Phoebe said.

			Becca smiled. “He was there. Gerald and I, we went into the woods because Evie told us Teilo was going to open the door to the fairy world. Sam was there too. And Evie.”

			“And Teilo? Did you see him?”

			She nodded.

			“Was it the first time you ever saw him?” Phoebe asked.

			“Nah,” Becca said. “Gerald and I had seen him a bunch of times. Evie told us where to find him. She gave us stuff for him—food, presents—offerings, I guess. We’d bring it to him in the woods and he’d give us gifts—junky stuff like old coins, a silver spoon. He gave me a toy compass once. God, I loved that thing.”

			“Wait,” Phoebe said. “Evie did that? She knew who he was? Where to find him?”

			Becca nodded. “The first I saw him I was by myself in the woods. I thought he was the bogeyman. I was scared shitless. Then the next day, Evie comes to me, explains that it wasn’t the bogeyman. She tells me and Gerald that the King of the Fairies is living down in Reliance and whatever we do, we have to keep it a secret. She drew us this little map showing us where to find him. You find Evie, the real Evie, and ask her. She can tell you all about Teilo.”

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 35

			Lisa

			JUNE 15, FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

			Phyllis stood statue-still, her hand raised, frozen in place right where it had slapped Evie’s left cheek. Sammy stared, wide-eyed as an owl. Phyllis had never struck any of them, had never so much as threatened a spanking. How many times had she or Da said it when Sam and Lisa and Evie were little, intervening over a disputed toy? “We don’t hit in this house.” Calmly and firmly, a reminder, a statement. And it was true—even drunk, Aunt Hazel never lost her cool.

			Hazel drained what was left of her drink, setting the empty glass down on the table with a thud. Lisa pushed her chair back, the metal legs scraping across the linoleum floor. She scooted past her mother, keeping her eyes averted, and jogged out the door after Evie.

			“Lisa!” her mother called, snapping out of her trance. “Come back!” But Lisa kept on going. She searched the yard and saw no sign of Evie. It was just starting to get dark. Racing around the house to the driveway, she saw her bike was gone, and there, in the distance, was Evie, riding toward the center of town.

			“Evie!” Lisa cried. “Wait up!”

			The bike wobbled as Evie stood and pumped the pedals faster.

			Lisa sprinted after her, leaping over cracks in the sidewalk, her feet in their pink and silver Nikes flying across the ground.

			Evie. Poor Evie. How could Lisa’s mother have done such a thing?

			“Please! Wait!” Lisa cried, panting, but Evie was out of earshot.

			Evie. Her half sister. How long had Evie known? Had she known that Dave was her father her whole life, watching as he showered Lisa with gifts and hugs and funny songs while Evie stayed off in the shadows, the unacknowledged daughter? God, it was so unfair! And Da? Did he know? How could he live with a secret like that?

			She remembered what Evie had told her back in Cape Cod: Things are going to be different when we get back.

			Lisa didn’t understand what had happened in the kitchen, but she was sure it had something to do with Da.

			The questions piled up in her mind as she ran faster, harder. Up ahead, she saw a gathering of kids outside the general store. They were hanging out on the porch eating ice cream and drinking sodas. And there was Evie as their center, holding something in her hands. Lisa’s bike was parked against the side of the building, the spokes gleaming in the bright floodlights illuminating the front of the store. Behind the kids, a blue bug light lured mosquitoes in, zapping them with a horrible little sizzle.

			Lisa slowed to a walk, trying to catch her breath before climbing the steps to the porch. In the window were lottery signs, a neon Budweiser light, and a taped-up poster for a lost dog. HAVE YOU SEEN BRUNO, it said in a childish, messy scrawl. WE MISS HIM. Below it, a photo of an old yellow Lab and a phone number.

			Lisa climbed the steps, trying to identify all the kids. Gerald was there, holding a cream soda in his good hand. And Pinkie with a strawberry sundae cup. Her friend Franny was beside her with a matching sundae cup. Mike and Justin were beside Gerald, both wearing Little League uniforms that had an ad for Tucker’s Body Shop on the back. They had on green caps and cleats. There were two other boys there, who Lisa vaguely knew but couldn’t name—older, also in green baseball uniforms. Backpacks and baseball gloves covered the two benches.

			There, in the center, was Evie, with the gang of kids circled around her.

			“I don’t know, Stevie,” Gerald was saying. “Are you sure this is real?”

			“Positive,” Evie said. “Just look at it.”

			Gerald leaned down and Lisa came up behind him, getting a strong whiff of dirty hair and body odor. She peered over his shoulder to see what Evie was showing them.

			There, opened up in Evie’s hands, was The Book of Fairies.

			“How could you?” Lisa blurted out, shoving past Gerald.

			“Lisa?” Evie blinked. The left side of her face was red and swollen-looking. “I just thought people should know. I’m tired of all the secrets.”

			“You’ve ruined everything,” Lisa said, almost in tears, her voice shaking. She couldn’t believe that just a few minutes before she’d been chasing Evie to comfort her. “Why would you do this? Why? Just to seem cool to these idiots?”

			Lisa saw it so clearly: Evie, the odd girl out, tired of never being special, desperate for attention, willing to do whatever it took to get people to notice her. It was pathetic.

			“Hey, who you calling idiots?” one of the older boys said, squaring his shoulders. He had the faint beginnings of a mustache and tiny, rodentlike eyes.

			Lisa ignored him. “I kept my stupid promise. And you did this. It says right there in the book, Evie. It says we have to keep it a secret! Or else.” Lisa snatched the book from Evie, held it tight to her chest.

			“Or else what?” asked Pinkie, her pale face all scrunched up, stained with strawberry sundae. The others were silent, holding on to the sodas and ice creams, waiting to see what might happen next.

			“Lisa,” Evie began, “I—”

			“You were pissed off that the fairies came for me!” Lisa interrupted. “That I was chosen and you weren’t. Kind of like with Da, right? I’m the daughter he sees. You’re just no one. The fat cousin nobody can stand.”

			Evie took a step back, cowering like she’d been hit again.

			Gerald snickered into his hand, covering his mouth, looking more nervous than amused.

			Lisa turned and jumped down the steps, grabbed her bike, and pedaled toward home, one hand steering the bike, the other clinging to The Book of Fairies. She pumped the pedals as fast she could, trying to race away from everything that had just happened. She wished she could ride hard enough and fast enough to leave it all behind. Escape the whole stupid town, her whole life. She dumped her bike in the driveway and ran straight for the woods.

			Her promise to Evie and Sam didn’t count anymore. Not after this.

			She made her way quickly but quietly to Reliance, stopping every now and then to listen and make sure she wasn’t being followed.

			The only sound was her feet in the leaves and twigs on the forest floor—crunch, crunch, crunch. She found the cellar hole and sat with her legs crossed, back pressed against the wall. Yogi posture.

			Her back ached and she had horrible cramps. She couldn’t believe she was going to have to go through this misery every month—what was so hot about “being a woman” anyway?

			She closed her eyes, then called out. “Teilo? Are you there? Everything’s such a mess,” she sobbed. “Da’s in the hospital and I think he really might die. Evie’s a traitor. She took the book and showed it to people. I’m so sorry. I know you trusted me or you wouldn’t have left it.” She was crying hard now, leaning forward, sobs wracking her. “Teilo? I know you’re there. I believe in you. I’ve always believed.”

			And then she heard it: a rustling in the leaves that turned to footsteps, coming her way.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 36

			Phoebe

			JUNE 13, PRESENT DAY

			When they got back to Franny’s, they found Sam sitting at the kitchen table drinking coffee with Jim. They were laughing about something. Jim was smiling a goofy, brown-toothed smile and Sam seemed perfectly at ease.

			“Where’s Lisa?” Phoebe asked.

			Jim nodded toward the living room. “Watching TV. She loves that cooking channel. Can’t seem to get enough of it. Crazy, ’cause she doesn’t seem to enjoy food all that much. Just sweets. Never seen a grown woman eat like that. It’s like she’s a goddamn honeybee or something.”

			“Bees don’t eat honey,” Franny said. “They eat pollen and make the honey.”

			Jim shrugged his shoulders. “Pollen, honey, nectar—whatever. She’s more like a bee queen than a fairy queen, that’s all I’m saying.”

			Sam nodded. “A bee queen isn’t born a queen, you know,” he said. “She’s made. The workers choose an unborn bee, tend to it, stuff it full of royal jelly. No one knows how they pick the next queen. They just do.”

			Everyone was quiet. Sam and his damn lectures.

			How did Teilo pick Lisa to be his queen—the one he stole away?

			“We need to talk,” Phoebe said, looking at Sam.

			“Let’s give these two some privacy,” Franny said, putting her hand on Jim’s shoulder. Jim started to stand.

			“No,” Phoebe said. “I want you to stay.”

			Sam nodded. “Stay,” he said, and they all sat down. Jim leaned back in his chair and looked out the window, seeming disappointed that he hadn’t been dismissed. Sam fidgeted with his coffee cup, turning it, plucking at the handle. Then he looked at Phoebe and began.

			“I’m sorry about last night, Bee. I’ve been a real asshole lately—I know that. This thing with Lisa, it’s turned everything upside down and made me question not just who she is but who I am. It threw me into this huge existential crisis. But you know what I’ve come to realize, Bee? That whoever I am, whatever my greater purpose is, it’s nothing without you.” He reached across the table and took her hand, giving it a squeeze. “And the baby, well, it must be meant to be or it wouldn’t have happened, right? And maybe that’s it, Bee. Maybe that’s our greater purpose. To be the most amazing parents we can be. To just love each other and this little baby.”

			Franny wiped tears out of her eyes, beamed at Phoebe. Phoebe stared at Sam. He was telling her everything she wanted to hear, and yet it left her with a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach.

			Jim, who’d been looking increasingly awkward, stood up. “I gotta go feed the chickens,” he said, loping out of the kitchen, sticking his head into the living room. “Want to help me with the pretty birds, Lisa?”

			She came bounding after him like a kid and followed him out the front door into the yard.

			“I have something to tell you,” Sam said, his eyes glinting with excitement. “I solved part of the mystery. Remember how yesterday, you asked me about my old friends Gerald and Pinkie?”

			Phoebe nodded.

			Franny opened her mouth and said, “Becca? We just . . .” and Phoebe gave her a gentle shut-up kick under the table.

			Sam continued. “Well, just for the hell of it, I decided to look them up. I thought maybe they might remember something I didn’t. Pinkie—err, Becca—wasn’t listed in the phone book, but Gerald was. Turns out he lives over in Groton. So I decided to pay him a surprise visit. And you’ll never guess who Gerald turns out to be . . .”

			“Elliot,” Phoebe said.

			“Right!” Sam gave a surprised cry. “And his girlfriend played Evie.”

			“Trish,” Phoebe said.

			Sam pushed his chair back. “How did you know?” he asked, looking at Phoebe like she was the criminal.

			“I’ll tell you in a minute. What else happened with Gerald and Trish?” Phoebe asked.

			“They said they did what they did to save some little kid, that if they didn’t follow this guy’s orders, he’d take Pinkie’s little boy.”

			“And you believed them?” Franny asked.

			Sam nodded. “Yeah. At first I thought it was complete shit, then they showed me pictures of him, told me their story.”

			“What about Lisa’s baby?” Phoebe asked. “Did they say anything about that?”

			“No. But they said Teilo was looking for Lisa. Sounds like she left him. Just ran off or something. He’s desperate to get her back, told them to find out anything they could about where she might be. That’s why he sent them to the cabin. Oh, and to get the fairy book. And anything else we might have saved from that summer. Now it’s your turn. Tell me how you knew about Gerald and Becca.”

			Phoebe looked at Franny, who shrugged. What did she have to lose by telling him?

			“I found Pinkie. Or rather, Franny did. She works at the Price Chopper over in St. Johnsbury. We just got back from visiting with her. She told me pretty much the same story you just did. She also said that Evie was the one who introduced her and Gerald to Teilo that summer.”

			And that you were in the woods that night.

			“No shit?” Sam said. “I knew it! I was positive she knew more than she was saying. She knew who he was?”

			“Sounds like it,” Phoebe said. “Or, at the very least, she knew how to find him. She was bringing him gifts—food and stuff.”

			Sam nodded. “Food kept going missing that summer—jam, pie, sandwich stuff. I bet Evie was taking it to him. He was hiding out there in the goddamn woods the whole time and she knew it!”

			Franny scowled. “But who is this Teilo guy? And what’s he done with Lisa’s baby?”

			“That’s what we’re going to find out,” Sam said. “Come on,” he said to Phoebe. “Get Lisa. We’re going to Barre. See if we can find anyone at the library to tell us who Mary Stevens is. And see if anything sparks any memories for Lisa.”

			“What about Evie?” Phoebe asked. “Shouldn’t we talk to her? See what she really knows about Teilo?”

			“She’ll be there when we get back. It’s not like she’s going anywhere,” Sam said.

			“I had a secret room in a secret garden,” Lisa said. She was in the backseat of the Honda. Her voice was barely a murmur. It was unclear if she was talking to anyone in particular. “The walls were bright with flowers. I slept in a bed of lace. On the full moons, Teilo and I would walk through the orchard. We’d laugh and dance. He’d speak to me in the secret language of the fairies. He’d kiss my arms but never my lips. A fairy kiss is poison. It can put you to sleep for a thousand years.”

			Phoebe closed her eyes, leaned back against the passenger seat, wishing she could sleep for just a few hours. Her body was sore and stiff from a night spent tossing and turning alone on the office floor. To make matters worse, she had a headache coming on and didn’t have any aspirin. She wondered if she was even supposed to take aspirin or if it might hurt the baby. The world seemed full of dangers now that she was pregnant: mercury in tuna, hot tubs, beer, secondhand smoke, over-the-counter medicine. Not to mention crazy baby-abducting fairy kings.

			She glanced over at Sam, who had his eyes fixed on the road ahead, his hands gripping the wheel tightly, just where they should, at the three and nine o’clock positions. Safety Sammy.

			She wasn’t an idiot. Back at Franny’s, Franny had pulled her aside just before she left with Sam and Lisa to say, “Are you sure he’s telling the truth? I mean, what if he knows you spotted him and he’s just covering his tracks?” Franny was the queen of paranoia, but she had a point.

			Phoebe wasn’t sure. Not of anything anymore.

			“What does Teilo look like?” Phoebe asked sleepily.

			“I don’t know,” Lisa said.

			“How can you not know,” Sam interrupted. “You saw him, didn’t you? Christ, if you had a kid with him, he must have shown himself to you.”

			“He never appeared as himself. He was always in disguise.”

			Phoebe’s guts went cold as she remembered what Becca had said about Teilo wearing a mask.

			“You’ve got to be kidding,” Sam muttered.

			“If a human being looks upon the true face of a fairy, they’ll be driven mad by the pure beauty,” Lisa said.

			“Jesus! I’m being driven mad right now,” Sam grumbled, gripping the steering wheel tighter. “Do you know where the baby is, Lisa? Do you have a clue where we could start looking?”

			“Don’t you remember, Sammy?” she asked. “He was promised to Teilo. My firstborn. Evie’s. Yours. They were all promised to Teilo.”

			Sam clenched his jaw. Phoebe reached out and took his hand, and he turned, gave her a weak smile and a little squeeze of the hand that was meant to be reassuring.

			“You’re really okay with this?” she asked. “The baby, I mean.”

			Sam nodded. “Of course I’m okay with it. It’s just going to take a little getting used to. I’m kind of still in shock.”

			They were coming into Barre on Route 14, and Sam took a left at Hope Cemetery, then another left, which took them up through a residential neighborhood of twisting roads, then led them down a hill, past a playground, and toward downtown. Just after a blinking traffic light, Sam turned left into the library parking lot.

			“Here we are,” he said. “Everybody out.”

			“The hall of faces,” Lisa said dreamily.

			“What?” Phoebe asked.

			Lisa giggled, put her hand over her mouth.

			They crossed the grass and walked around to the front of the large, two-story gray brick building. The front of the library looked very grand to Phoebe: two polished granite columns stood on either side of the doorway; large stone steps led up to it. Above the doors, an ornate carving in stone of a torch.

			“Beautiful building,” Phoebe said.

			Sam nodded. “Classical Revival,” he said. It was yet another display of his seemingly unending knowledge that both made her proud and made her feel very small. Maybe if she had gone to college she would have learned about building styles and understand what Classical Revival meant. They could have intelligent discussions about things like rooflines and columns. Phoebe touched her belly and felt suddenly light-headed. She’d skipped breakfast yet again. She was supposed to be filling her body with healthy, baby-growing food, taking prenatal vitamins, drinking milk and shakes with protein powder. Instead, she’d gulped down half a cup of black coffee at Franny’s that now churned in her stomach. She was one hell of a mommy-to-be.

			Sam grabbed one of the double doors and held it open, shepherding Lisa and Phoebe inside. They walked through a beautiful entryway with long curving staircases to the right and left. On the walls around the stairs were portraits—serious men and women painted in oil, scowling down from heavy, ornate frames. A hall of faces.

			They walked through the entryway and found themselves in the reference area. A homeless-looking man with a long gray beard and stained army fatigue coat was reading Popular Mechanics and chewing on a large wrapped Tootsie Roll. He looked up from his magazine, nodded in their direction. A kid in a black T-shirt, jeans, and combat boots was on the computer and an old man in golf clothes was reading the paper.

			They continued on, to a small dark room of stacks. Phoebe looked up and saw that the floor above was glass. She saw a shadow move across it, quick and dark, like an animal. Her body was covered in warning gooseflesh.

			The smell of old books filled her nostrils, and, feeling dizzy, she tried taking deep breaths through her mouth. They stepped out of the small room of books and were at the circulation desk.

			A woman with a long gray braid and silver and turquoise earrings looked up from the computer, smiling.

			“May I help you?”

			Sam produced the tattered library card from his pocket, but the librarian didn’t have a chance to look at it before she caught sight of Lisa.

			“Mary!” she cried. “I’ve been thinking about you. How are you? How’s the baby?”

			Lisa smiled shyly, looked down at the floor.

			“She’s Mary Stevens?” Sam said, showing the librarian the card. She nodded.

			“I’m her brother, Sam,” he said. “And it’s been a while since she’s been in contact with her family. We’re trying to figure out where she’s been living. Did she show you ID to get the card?”

			The librarian shook her head. “I’m not sure. All that’s required is a piece of mail with a name and address on it.”

			“So would you have her address?” Sam asked.

			The librarian looked at him skeptically. “Is that all right with you, Mary? If I tell him?”

			Lisa nodded.

			“Is the baby all right?” the librarian whispered.

			“I hope so,” Sam told her.

			“She started bringing him in a few weeks ago. The sweetest little thing. Hardly made a sound. Such a good baby.”

			“Here it is,” she said, peering at the computer. “Mary Stevens. Huh. That’s odd.”

			“What is it?” Sam asked.

			“It’s just a post office box. We’re not supposed to give a card with just a post office box.”

			“Thanks for checking,” Sam said, discouraged by the dead end.

			“Did she ever come here with anyone?” Phoebe asked. “Other than the baby, I mean.”

			“Sometimes there was a woman who’d come to get her at the end of the day. We always figured she was Mary’s, you know, caregiver. She was so gentle with her. She’d just whisper in Mary’s ear and she’d get up and go.”

			“Do you know who she was?” Sam asked.

			“No. And I haven’t seen her lately. She’s maybe thirty or so. Kind of average height. Dark hair and eyes. Thin. Really thin . . . Eve! That’s what Mary called her. Her name was Eve.”

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 37

			Lisa

			JUNE 15, FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

			“Keep your eyes closed,” a voice whispered. A male voice, raspy and musical as a woodwind instrument. It sounded as if he was speaking from just above her, but through some sort of tunnel. “If you open them, I’ll go away forever.”

			Lisa nodded. Did as she was told. Her skin was buzzing with the relief that it was finally happening. He was here.

			“Do you understand?” he asked, his voice whispery and light, like wind through dry grass. “I mean it. Keep. Your. Eyes. Closed.”

			Lisa nodded. Her face felt tight and sticky from the tears drying on it.

			“Good girl,” he said. “Good, good, good girl.”

			The air was suddenly sweet, heavy with the scent of flowers she could not name. The smell caught in the back of her throat, made her feel dizzy. She was sure that if she stood, she’d fall back down.

			She held up her wrist, the charm bracelet jingling a little. “I got your gifts. The penny and the medal and the book. Thank you.”

			He said nothing.

			“You’re a fairy, right?” Lisa asked.

			There was quiet laughter.

			“Are you Teilo? King of the Fairies?”

			Silence. If she concentrated hard, she could hear him breathing. His smell was so strong and sweet, like honeysuckle, only richer. Her head spun. She was afraid she might faint or fall asleep. Her eyelids felt heavy, glued shut. She couldn’t open them if she wanted to.

			“Yes,” he said at last. “Fairy King. Lizard King. King of Rock and Roll. Queen Bee buzz-buzz-buzzing in your ear. Everything and nothing. That’s what I am.”

			What if Evie was right? What if this was a trap and the King of the Fairies was going to steal her away or cast a spell on her so that she’d sleep for a thousand years?

			She found she didn’t care. He was here, and it was the most amazing thing that had ever happened to her. He was more real to her than anything else in her so-called real life back at home. He had come, just as he promised.

			And she knew then what she wanted. She was more sure of this than she had ever been of anything.

			“I want to cross over,” she told him. “I read the book. I know what to do—I’ll fast and make the tea. Midsummer’s Eve is next week. Please, Teilo. Please say I can come with you!”

			He was quiet. The leaves rustled. Was he leaving? Doing a little dance? She wished she could open her eyes, but she remembered what it said in The Book of Fairies: if a human being looks upon the true face of a fairy, they’ll be driven mad.

			Maybe that’s what happened to Da. Maybe he came down here, to the back side of the hill, and met a fairy. And if that was true, then maybe they could fix him. If she crossed over, went into their world, maybe she could find a way to convince them to make him well again.

			“Please, Teilo. I want to come with you. To your world. I’ve never wanted anything so much. I feel like I’ve been waiting my whole life for this, like it’s my destiny. Please say yes, Teilo. Please.”

			His breath made a funny, jagged sound. “Yes,” he said at last. “Yes.”

			She smiled, felt glittery and golden, a shiny bauble of a girl. She was fulfilling her destiny, like a girl in a fairy tale. Leaving behind the shoddy mortal world of lies and betrayal, of being misunderstood and mistreated.

			“How do I know I’m not dreaming?” she asked, her voice sounding far away to her own ears. Like someone else was saying it from the end of a long, narrow hallway. “Or imagining all this, like Sammy thinks. How do I know you’re even real?”

			She felt a hand reach down and touch her shoulder, give it a squeeze. She reached her own hand up and took his.

			“Eyes closed,” he warned, his breath warm on her ear.

			She took his hand in hers, felt his fingers long, cool, and dry. She studied each one with her own fingers, thinking this is what it’s like when you’re blind. Thumb, pointer, middle, ring, pinkie, pinkie.

			She counted them again to be sure.

			It was true. There were six.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 38

			Phoebe

			JUNE 13, PRESENT DAY

			“Evie!” Phoebe said as they hurried back down the steps of the library. “Is Evie Teilo?”

			Lisa giggled vacantly.

			“Evie’s pretty clever, but I somehow doubt she was able to make Lisa pregnant,” Sam said.

			“Then who?”

			“I don’t know. But whoever it is, Evie’s protecting him. She’s deep into this and has been all along. Agoraphobic my ass.”

			Phoebe couldn’t believe she’d let herself be fooled. She’d felt sorry for Evie, tried to help her. She’d even confided in her about the pregnancy! “We’ve gotta go talk to her,” Phoebe said.

			They jumped back in the car and pulled away. Phoebe looked out the window as they drove past an auto repair shop, the back side of a run-down apartment building, where an old woman in a turquoise sunhat was sitting in a plastic lawn chair, sipping from a forty-ounce bottle of beer. She stuck her tongue down inside the bottle neck each time she took a gulp. Phoebe’s stomach churned. She remembered the old woman at the cabin, could almost hear her chortling refrain: And we’ll be jolly friends, forever more.

			The old woman who turned out to be Sammy’s childhood friend, Becca, who was convinced Teilo was going to take away her son. Becca, who told her Sam had been in the woods that night. There are things he hasn’t told you.

			“What did you see, Sam?” Phoebe asked, thinking the question, saying it out loud without meaning to.

			“I didn’t say anything, Bee.”

			“No. See. What did you see, that night in the woods? The night Lisa disappeared?”

			“I wasn’t in the woods,” he said. “I was home. In bed.”

			Lisa laughed again, said happily, like it was a game, “Time to tell the truth, Sammy!”

			“I’d say it’s long past time,” Phoebe said. “Becca said she saw you in the woods that night. She told me to ask you how you got your scar. Now please, Sam, tell me what really happened that night.”

			He gave a deep sigh. “Okay, but it won’t help. I didn’t see what happened to Lisa or anything.” His words were crisp and defensive.

			“Start at the beginning,” Phoebe said. “When did you go into the woods?”

			“Just after Lisa gave me her charm bracelet and left my room. I got up and went after her. I mean, how could I not? She made me promise not to, but she said she was leaving forever. Crossing over to the goddamn fairy world.” He stopped, looking at Lisa in the rearview mirror and biting his lip.

			“So you went after her,” Phoebe said, encouraging him to continue. He’d kept this story secret for fifteen years—now that he’d started, she was going to do everything she could to get him to tell it through to the end.

			“I thought I could stop her.” His voice cracked and faltered. He shook his head. “It was stupid, really. Me thinking I had that kind of power.”

			Phoebe put her hand on his arm. “You were ten, Sam. You did the best you could. What happened once you went into the woods?”

			He nodded, continuing, his voice more hesitant now. “I spotted her by the brook. She was wearing her red hoodie.” He pinched his lips together tightly, as if he was trying to keep the rest of the story in.

			“Did she see you?” Phoebe asked.

			“Yeah. She took off running. I chased her for fifteen minutes, crisscrossing through the woods, going farther and farther from home, from Reliance. It was pitch-black. Darker than dark. I don’t remember ever being afraid of the woods like I was that night. I felt like . . . like the whole forest was against me somehow, helping to protect Lisa. I got snagged on trees, tripped, fell over things, got all banged up. When I finally caught up with her, she turned and swung at me.” Sam clenched his jaw, still staring straight ahead, like he could see the whole scene through the windshield. “Then I saw she had a knife.”

			“What?”

			Sam nodded. When he continued, his words moved quickly, running together. “I jumped back but not fast enough. She got me with the tip of it, right over my collarbone.” He flinched a little, as if his body remembered the shock of the blade cutting into him.

			He let go of the steering wheel with his right hand and moved his fingers under the neckline of his T-shirt, reaching in to touch his scar.

			“Lisa stabbed you? I don’t get it.”

			“Yeah, neither did I.” He took in a breath, and Phoebe watched as his face, his whole body actually, changed. He didn’t look like a scared guy with his defenses down anymore. He looked furious. His face colored; every muscle in his body seemed to tighten as he gripped the steering wheel so hard Phoebe was sure he could break it. “Then I saw that it wasn’t Lisa at all. It was Evie.” He spat out the name like it had left an acid burn on his tongue.

			“Evie?”

			“Yeah. But she was dressed like Lisa. She had on a wig and everything.”

			“But why would Evie want to hurt you?”

			“She was mad. Furious. ‘It’s only you!’ she said. She was wheezing real bad, just sucking at the air. Could barely talk. With her asthma, it must have nearly killed her to run as hard and fast as we had that night.”

			“But why was she dressed like Lisa? And why run from you, then stab you?”

			“I asked her what the hell she was doing, and she said, ‘Saving Lisa.’ She told me I’d ruined everything. ‘If Lisa’s gone forever, it’s your fault, Sammy!’ she said.”

			“So you didn’t see Teilo?” Phoebe asked.

			Sam laughed an are-you-kidding laugh. “No. I didn’t even believe there was a Teilo back then. Shit, Bee, I thought Evie and Lisa were nuts. And I didn’t trust Evie. I thought maybe Lisa had talked her into dressing up, leading me on some wild-goose chase.”

			“But why?”

			Sam’s body relaxed again, and he sank down low in his seat, so low that he looked like a little kid peering out over the top of the steering wheel at the road before them. He bit his lip, which trembled a little. “I guess I always thought she really wanted to leave. And Evie helped her.” He rubbed his eyes with the palm of his hand. “We weren’t enough for her, Bee. We’d all failed her in this really profound way. My father with his suicide, me not believing her, Evie betraying her, Mom and Hazel acting crazy. She chose another life.”

			Phoebe remembered the little boy in the Superman shirt who had gazed down at her through his bedroom window with such absolute sorrow. She saw that same face now as he drove, his eyes focused on some unnameable place in the distance. “What happened next, after Evie stabbed you?”

			Sam sat up straight and glanced at Lisa in the rearview mirror. She was holding very still, listening. “Evie ran down to the cellar hole, and I followed her, but there was no one there. No Fairy King. No Lisa. Just me and Evie. ‘We’re too late!’ Evie said. She was crying, frantic, screaming Lisa’s name over and over. Lisa! Lisa! Lisa!” His voice rose and fell. “We should have stayed. We should have woken up the whole neighborhood, searched the woods. But we didn’t. I didn’t, anyway. I thought Evie was hamming it up, still trying to trick me. Do you know what I did? I went back home to take care of my stupid cut. It wasn’t even all that deep. I washed it out, put a bandage on. Then I went back to my room and tossed and turned all night. I think part of me knew she was really gone, knew what a fucking coward I was.”

			They were silent for a long moment. Phoebe thought of a dozen things to say to offer comfort, but they all seemed empty and useless.

			“There’s one thing I still don’t get,” she said at last. “How did Pinkie know you were in the woods that night?”

			“I saw her when I was coming out.” Sam’s voice was evening out, sounding more like matter-of-fact Sam. “She and Gerald were going in. They saw I was hurt, but I didn’t tell them what happened.”

			“And where was Evie?”

			“She stayed in the woods, looking for Lisa. I heard her sneak back into the house just before dawn.”

			“And you never told anyone else you were in the woods that night? Your mom? The police? You never said anything about Evie stabbing you?”

			Sam shook his head. “The next morning, when it was pretty clear Lisa was really gone, Evie and I talked it over. She convinced me that it wouldn’t do any good to tell. That it would just make us both look like we were involved in some way—that we knew more than we were saying.”

			Sam looked over at Phoebe, blew out a long breath. “I know it sounds crazy, and to this day I can’t say exactly why I went along with her. I mean, this was the girl who’d just stabbed me! On some level, I believed what Evie said that night—that it was somehow my fault that Lisa was gone. I felt guilty. I thought admitting that I’d been in the woods would make me seem even guiltier.” He shook his head as if at his own stupidity.

			“Jesus, Sam, you were only ten years old, a little boy! Your sister had disappeared, your dad was dying, and you were scared shitless. Of course you went along with whatever she said.”

			Sam didn’t reply. Phoebe could tell from his face that the guilt had stayed with him—he’d been carrying it around for fifteen years, wondering if Lisa might still be here if he’d done things differently that night. Phoebe leaned over and gave him a hug, kissed his cheek. “Thank you,” she said, “for telling me what happened.”

			“I should have done it ages ago. It’s just, when you keep a secret for so long . . . it just gets stronger, you know? Harder to tell.”

			Phoebe kissed him again. “I know exactly what you mean.”

			They were on the Barre-Montpelier Road, passing Kinney Drugs and Blockbuster. The McDonald’s Phoebe snuck off to for her quarter-pounder with cheese fix. Her stomach growled. She opened the glove compartment and found some stale saltines, and gobbled them gratefully.

			“What if she was telling the truth?” Phoebe said, mouth full of crackers.

			“Huh?” Sam said.

			“What if Evie was really trying to save Lisa? Maybe that’s why she showed the book to people. She wanted to get everyone’s attention because she knew something bad was happening and she wanted to stop it.”

			“We’ll be jolly friends, forever more,” Lisa sang.

			Sam shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know, Bee. Why was she dressed up like Lisa that night?”

			Phoebe thought a minute. “A decoy. So they’d take her instead. That’s why she had the knife out. She thought you were Teilo grabbing her, thinking she was Lisa.”

			Lisa giggled. “Eeny, meeny, miney, moe,” she said.

			“Evie?” Phoebe called, but as soon as she stepped inside, she knew the house was empty.

			They’d found the front door of their house wide open, Teilo’s sign painted on it.

			On the floor of the living room was Evie’s key necklace, the chain broken. She bent down and picked it up, remembered Evie saying, I thought you didn’t believe in magic.

			She didn’t, did she?

			Phoebe picked up the key and went to the aquariums. Orville and Wilbur were sleeping. The hedgehog was nibbling on a nugget of food. The snake stared out at her with his one milky eye.

			“What did you see?” she asked him. “Where did Evie go?”

			Phoebe’s head was pounding.

			“Evie!” Sam called.

			Phoebe found Sam and Lisa in the kitchen. There was a dirty cereal bowl and coffee cup in the sink, which seemed to be the only proof that Evie had been there at all.

			Sam put his hand on Phoebe’s shoulder. “She’s not here, Bee.”

			Now the question was, did she go on her own or was she taken? Phoebe clasped the old skeleton key in her hand. She didn’t think Evie would have left it behind. Unless she wanted them to think she’d been abducted.

			Phoebe ran a hand through her hair. Think, she told herself. You like puzzles; you should be able to figure this out. But the clues she had made no sense: Who was the six-fingered man? What was his relationship to Evie? And why had Evie introduced Teilo to Pinkie and Gerald, whom she hated?

			She thought of Becca’s warning and shivered: You don’t know what this guy is capable of.

			She wondered if it was possible that they were truly up against some dark, child-stealing, shape-shifting being.

			Right, Phoebe told herself. And next thing you’ll be thinking is that he comes out of trapdoors under kids’ beds.

			“Lisa?” Sam said, his voice as gentle as he could make it. “Do you know where Evie is? Where have they gone?”

			“Don’t you see?” Lisa said. She still smiled vacantly, but for the moment, at least, she seemed to be addressing Sam directly, like a real person, not a figment of her imagination. “There’s nothing you can do to stop it. I tried. I thought if I came here, I’d be safe. I thought we could save the baby.”

			“It’s not too late,” Sam said.

			“My baby, yours—they were promised. The firstborn, Sammy. Don’t you remember?”

			Sam’s face twitched. His eyes looked wild with panic. And for the first time since all this began, Phoebe truly understood.

			“Oh my God,” Phoebe said. “You believe.”

			Sam shook his head, slowly, gently, the smallest of gestures that betrayed the truth.

			“This is why you didn’t want children, isn’t it? You didn’t want Teilo to take your firstborn like he took Lisa. You’ve believed all along, even if you tried to convince yourself it wasn’t possible, that there’s no such thing as fairies.”

			“No,” he muttered.

			“I found the bag of papers in the office, Sam. I know what you’ve been reading up on. I saw the notes about your dreams. The Dark Man, Sam? It’s Teilo, isn’t it?”

			“They’re just dreams.”

			“Maybe,” Phoebe said. “But what if they’re not?”

			And maybe the shadow man I met when I was a kid was real. Maybe he’s watching me still.

			A nightmarish thought occurred to her then: Teilo had chosen her too; picked her, for whatever reason, to deliver Sam’s firstborn. Maybe it was Teilo who orchestrated their meeting, bringing Sam and her together.

			“It’s not possible,” he said.

			“Yeah, and just last week you said Lisa coming back was impossible, but here she is. What if there is a King of the Fairies, Sam, and he’s like those fairies in those notes you took? A shape-shifting, immortal, evil son-of-a-bitch who wants our baby next?”

			Sam swallowed hard, looked down at the floor. “That’s crazy, Bee.”

			“Why do all that research, then? Why write all that stuff down?”

			“Because I believe that whoever is behind this—they believe that the fairies are real.”

			“So you don’t believe?” Phoebe asked.

			“No,” Sam said firmly, but he wouldn’t look her in the eye. He reached out and put a hand on Phoebe’s belly. “Our baby is going to be fine. No one’s going to take her.”

			“The O’Tooles have fairy blood in their veins,” Lisa said. “That’s what Teilo says.”

			“Oh my God,” Phoebe said, slumping down into a kitchen chair. She’d had enough. Enough of all this. She didn’t care anymore if the fairies were real or not. She just wanted it to be over.

			“Call it a blessing, call it a curse,” Lisa said. “That’s what the guardians say.”

			Sam gave Lisa an astonished look, as if she’d just opened her mouth and let a flock of birds fly out.

			“Grab the keys,” Sam told Phoebe. “We’re gonna take another little road trip.”

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 39

			Lisa

			JUNE 20 AND 21, FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

			Maybe Sleeping Beauty was in a coma.

			Maybe that’s what a coma was, a magic spell some evil witch casts. She waves a wand, makes a potion, pricks you with a needle, hands you a poison apple all shiny and red that you can’t help but take a bite of.

			But a spell can be broken.

			Da could be saved. Lisa knew this deep in her heart even as she listened to her mother and Hazel talking about how the doctors thought it would be best to turn off all the life-support machines. Even as they said Da was gone, Lisa knew he wasn’t. Not really.

			Lisa had been fasting for days. She cleverly hid food in her napkin at dinner. Evie, who was always watching, spying, caught her and scowled but never said a word. Lisa had to be careful with her mother and Hazel too—they’d been watching her like sister hawks. And though she was staying out of the woods, she’d seen her mother and Hazel going in and out of the woods several times, often at night, with flashlights. It was just plain weird. It was like seeing sharks living life on land, breathing air, drinking piña coladas.

			Following the recipe in The Book of Fairies, Lisa made tea from foxglove flowers and stems and honey and kept it in a mason jar under her bed. She’d scoured the neighborhood looking for the flowers and finally found a patch in the badly neglected garden behind Gerald and Pinkie’s house. She’d picked them all, doubting anyone would notice. The tea was sweet but bitter and burned her mouth and stomach, giving her horrible cramps and diarrhea.

			She remembered what Sam said when they found the first foxglove flower: poison.

			But she trusted Teilo. And she wanted so badly to go with him, away from this place, these people. To see what it was like on the other side.

			“Lisa,” Evie said when she caught Lisa sneaking a sip of the tea. “I know what you’re doing. I read the damn book. Do you have any idea what that stuff does? I looked it up. Digitalis. They make heart medicine out of it. It can kill you, Lisa. You’ve gotta stop.”

			But Lisa wasn’t speaking to Evie, Evie didn’t exist to her anymore, so she put the lid on the jar, turned, and walked away. Evie didn’t understand. And besides, she was just jealous, really. Pissed off that she wasn’t the one chosen by the King of the Fairies.

			“What has he done to you?” Evie called after her. “Is he screwing you? Telling you you’re his queen?”

			Lisa froze, then turned and looked at Evie.

			“He’s not who he says he is,” Evie said.

			Lisa squinted her eyes, making Evie smaller and smaller, until she was all gone.

			Lisa crept down the hall to Sammy’s room. The fasting and tea were making her light and floaty, giving everything a fuzzy look and sound. It was like being underwater. She felt as if she were swimming through a green sea into her brother’s room.

			“Lisa?” Sam said, blinking, sleepy. “What time is it?” He squinted at his digital clock—11:35.

			“I’m going to cross over,” she told him. “To save Da.”

			“What?”

			“I’ll be able to fix things from over there. They have special medicines, plants and stuff. And magic. I’ll be able to use magic, Sam. But the thing is, if I go, I won’t be able to come back, not ever.”

			Sam blinked his eyes, not sure if he was dreaming. “You’re not making any sense,” he said at last. “And your eyes look funny.”

			She smiled, handed him the bracelet. “You have to hide this, Sammy. Promise. Never tell anyone you’ve got it, okay? And you can’t follow me, understand? You can’t go where I’m going.”

			He nodded. Lisa leaned down to kiss him. She was going to miss her logical, Mr. Science, everything-can-be-explained brother. And maybe, just maybe, once she was gone, he’d finally get that there were some things that couldn’t be explained so easily; that there was more to this world than meets the eye.

			“Think of me,” she said because it seemed like something a girl in a fairy tale might say. Think of me. Remember me. Love me. Turn me into a story you tell again and again. The sister who was good as gold and became a queen.

			Lisa crept down the stairs, through the dark kitchen, out into the night. She flew across the yard, stomach cramping, body light.

			What would they think when they found her gone? Or would she be gone? Would it be like Da in the coma? Her body left behind, resting in a glass coffin, while her spirit goes to live with the fairies. Or would they put a changeling in her place—some unkempt sullen girl who won’t comb the leaves out of her hair, who growls instead of speaking?

			She turned to look back at the house one more time before heading into the woods. It was only a black silhouette, two lights on like eyes. Then one went out with a wink.

			Think of me.

			She entered the woods, crept along the path. Her stomach was clenched into a fist. So tight and hard, she imagined a baseball-size rock down there—a knuckleball straight to the gut.

			She and Sammy dissected a baseball once. They peeled back the carefully stitched, smooth white skin and found a tight ball of yarn inside. Must have been close to a mile of it. And then, at the very core, a rubber ball. They sliced it in half with their mom’s best filleting knife and found a perfect circle of cork inside.

			“It’s like the earth,” Sammy told her. “All these layers. The white leather is the crust, then the mantle, the outer core, and the inner core.”

			Lisa snorted, then smiled at her little brother. “Maybe you’re right, Sammy. Maybe the earth is full of secret string and a red rubber ball that no one knows is there.”

			The hunger was gone. Her body was empty and clean.

			She’d been throwing up for days. And sitting crouched over on the toilet, feeling like her guts were spilling out from one end or the other.

			“Your body is a vessel,” The Book of Fairies told her. “You have to empty the vessel to come to our world. Once you cross over, you can eat and drink all you wish. Sugar cakes. Sweet dumplings made from violets, honey, and morning dew.”

			She’s tired. So tired. Light and floaty. Like if she took a deep breath, she might just leave the ground.

			The world had a fuzzy edge. Everything radiated with halos of pale green. Her eyes and body were adjusting, getting ready for her new life in the fairy realm.

			She gathered rocks as she walked, filling her pockets, balancing a pile in the crook of her left arm. When she got to the cellar hole, she crawled down, laid the stones out in a careful circle.

			She crouched in the dirt in the bottom of the old cellar hole—the place where it all began—a circle of thirteen stones around her. Cold sweat beaded on her forehead, and her heart was playing a crazy rhythm she felt from her chest to her throat—fast, slow, fast, like a horse that didn’t know if it wanted to run or limp. Her stomach was cramping. She’d swallowed a secret world of string.

			Secret world.

			Secret. World.

			A body was a vessel and a vessel was something that could be full or empty. It’s also something that can travel. A vase or a boat.

			Which was she?

			Both and neither.

			The only thing she was sure of was that it was time to go.

			“Teilo,” she called, voice shaking. “I’m ready.”

			She waited. Silence. The forest was holding its breath. She inhaled deeply through her nose. Smelled dirt. Worms. Something damp and rotten.

			Then she heard footsteps. Was it just one person walking or more? She closed her eyes. Listened. They were coming her way. Quickly at first. Then slowly.

			“Teilo?”

			“Do you come willingly?” Teilo asked, his words floating somewhere out in the darkness above her. He sounded out of breath. Anxious. The words had a strange rasp to them that she didn’t remember from her first meeting with him.

			“Yes,” she told him, her heart pounding up into her throat. “Yes.”

			“Then come,” he told her. “Come be my queen.”

			A gloved hand reached down and took hers, and keeping her eyes clamped tight, she let herself be lifted out of the old cellar hole. Her left shoe came off, and she smiled because it didn’t matter. Back in the human world, it would matter because they were her favorite pair of pink and silver Nikes, which she wore laced but not tied, and the left one had a purple lace and the right one was pink. But she was leaving all that behind. It was a symbol, the sneaker. Her English teacher, Mr. Milne, would be impressed that she’d thought of this. Especially now, as she traveled to another world.

			She was floating, being pulled into the world she’d dreamed of visiting since Teilo first came to her three weeks ago.

			When her feet were back on solid ground, she gripped the hand tighter and opened her eyes and was sure, at first, that they were playing tricks on her.

			She had not crossed over at all, and the face that looked back at her was all too familiar.

			“What are you doing here?” Lisa demanded, trying to pull away, but her hand was being held in a viselike grip. Everything was glowing greener than ever. She twisted and pulled, slamming her bare foot down on a sharp rock. The pain radiated up through her leg, centering in her stomach. She was sure she was going to throw up.

			“No!” she yelped. This was all wrong. This was not what was supposed to happen.

			“Teilo!” she cried, knowing he couldn’t be far, desperate for him to come rescue her, take her the rest of the way.

			She could hear her heartbeat in her ears, feel it in her throat. And there, somewhere far off behind that sound, someone was calling her name. Someone was moving through the woods, down the hill, calling “Lisa! Lisa! Lisa!”

			“I’m here!” she started to yell back, but the other gloved hand covered her mouth, pressing hard. She gagged on the taste of dirty leather. The inside of her lip was jammed against her front teeth. Her mouth filled with blood, warm and metallic, sharp as a blade on her tongue.

			The greenish face moved closer to her, blurred and scowling. “Shh!” A whispered hiss as her hand was pulled and twisted, jerking her forward. “I’m going to take you to Teilo, but we haven’t got much time.”

		

	


	
		
			PART IV

			The Fairy Kingdom

			

	


	
		
			From The Book of Fairies

			
			It is true that sometimes we may take a human over to the fairy world and leave a changeling in his place. How do you know a changeling? Dark eyes and pale, yellowy skin. It will be a sickly child who seems to eat and eat but gains little weight. Often, they die in childhood. But sometimes they survive and adapt to the world of humans. Sometimes so much so that they don’t remember who they truly are. Until we call on them. When they’re around their own kind, they remember. They always remember.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 40

			The Girl Who Would Be Queen

			The room he brought her to was green and pink and smelled like sweet flowers, but there was something acrid, tangy, and biting just underneath.

			“This is your home now,” he said.

			The walls were made of flowers. Hundreds, thousands of blooms bursting with color. It was like living inside a valentine. X’s and O’s. Hugs and kisses. I love you. You love me. Soon we’ll be married under a cherry tree.

			There was another girl in the room. She guessed the girl was her age, maybe a little older. Her hair was also dark and wild. She had tattoos up and down her stick-thin arms. There was a bump on her belly.

			She didn’t know much about pregnant girls, but this one looked like she could have the kid any second. If she watched for long enough, she could see the baby moving around inside its tattooed mama. Pushing on her belly, making the skin bulge and ripple, like a monster that couldn’t wait to get out.

			She tried to leave the room, but the door was bolted on the outside.

			“Hey!” she shouted, pounding on the door. “Come back. You can’t just leave me here like this!”

			She turned to the tattooed girl in desperation. “He can’t do this! This is against the law.”

			“They’re keeping us safe,” the girl said.

			“From what?” she asked.

			The pregnant girl laughed.

			“Who are you?” she asked.

			The pregnant girl looked up, her eyes two black holes. “I’m Queen of the Fairies,” she said.

			“But Teilo told me I was going to be queen.”

			“He lies.”

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 41

			Phoebe

			JUNE 13, PRESENT DAY

			They’d been driving for over an hour and were within five minutes of Aunt Hazel’s house in the far northeast corner of Vermont. Phoebe was hunched over a map with a flashlight. Lisa rode silently in the backseat.

			Sam had already explained the impetus for the trip.

			“That call it a blessing, call it a curse thing Lisa said one of the guardians used. It’s a saying Hazel used all the time.”

			“So what? Now your kooky old aunt Hazel is supposed to be the one who took Lisa? It doesn’t make sense.”

			“I’m just following a lead here, Bee. And Hazel’s the one person from that summer we haven’t talked to yet. I think it’s high time we paid her a visit.”

			Now, studying the map and seeing how close they were, Phoebe was getting nervous. “Shouldn’t we call or something? Let her know we’re coming?”

			“If she knows anything, she’d be more likely to talk if she’s caught off guard. Give her time to prepare and she could make up just about anything. Or get so completely blotto on booze that she’d be out cold by the time we got there.”

			“Okay,” Phoebe agreed. She turned to Lisa in the backseat. “So tell us about these guardians. Who were they? What was their role?”

			“The guardians kept us safe.”

			“Who is ‘us’?” asked Sam.

			Lisa didn’t answer. Instead, she said, “One of the guardians, she’d tell us stories. Lessons, she called them. About the fairies. About how important what we were doing really was. How special we were. How lucky.”

			“Lucky,” Sam mumbled through clenched teeth. “Right.”

			“Stop!” Lisa cried from the backseat.

			Sam hit the brakes hard, sending all of them jolting forward, straining their seat belts. He scanned the dark road in front of them, then turned and scowled at Lisa. “What?”

			There was no deer, no kid on a bicycle. Phoebe saw nothing but the dirt road ahead of them and trees on either side.

			Then Lisa was out of the car, running across the dirt road and into the trees. She’d left the car door open. The dome light was on and a repeating chime dinged over and over, warning them about the open door.

			“Jesus!” Sam muttered. “Lisa! Get back in the car.”

			He pulled over to the side, and he and Phoebe got out and hurried off in the direction Lisa had run.

			“Lisa?” Phoebe called. Sam broke into a run, Phoebe right behind him, following a narrow path through the trees. The moon had risen, big and bright, casting the woods in a cool blue glow.

			The path opened up, and they found themselves in a grove of wild, sprawling trees with branches like gnarled hands and fingers. The branches were heavy with sweet-smelling white flowers. Some of the petals fell, drifting through the air like magic snow.

			Phoebe was no nature girl, but she recognized apple trees when she saw them. They were in an old, abandoned orchard. The overgrown, unpruned trees were spaced evenly apart in neat rows.

			Lisa was sitting on a stump, rocking and humming. Her arms were wrapped tightly around herself and she was smiling.

			“Sometimes we’d dance here,” Lisa said, eyes closed, a blissful smile still on her face.

			“Who would? You and Teilo?” Phoebe asked.

			Lisa nodded. “On full moon nights. He’d take us here.”

			“Wait,” Sam said. “You mean right here, to this place?”

			Lisa was up off the stump, walking, dancing through the trees, touching the branches, laughing. It was the first time since Phoebe had met her that she actually seemed happy.

			Sam and Phoebe followed. The branches from the overgrown trees reached out and scratched their faces, caught on their clothing. Sam was right behind Lisa, but Phoebe was exhausted and having a hard time keeping up. It seemed to Phoebe that she’d spent entirely too much time running through trees this past week. She’d had enough of dark, creepy forests and was thinking that she’d much prefer wide-open spaces. When this was over, she wanted to go to the ocean. Or the desert. Someplace with endless horizons where you could see what was coming for miles. No surprises. No trees with branches like claws reaching for you. No place for shadowy figures to hide behind.

			Up ahead, Lisa and Sam had stopped and were looking down at something on the ground.

			Lisa turned and continued on, singing a song just under her breath.

			Say, say my playmate, come out and play with me.

			Sam stayed frozen, eyes fixed on the ground. Phoebe came up behind him, saw that there, under a great, gnarled apple tree, were four wooden crosses inside a large circle of rocks.

			I cannot play with you. My dollies have the flu.

			A crude cemetery—something a child might do for pets. The earth above one of the markers was freshly turned. And it was a huge rectangle, way too large to be anyone’s pet.

			“What is this?” Phoebe asked, a chill working its way from the ground, up through her feet and legs, settling finally deep and low in her belly. Sam shook his head slowly, not taking his eyes from the ground.

			“Lisa,” Phoebe said, turning to see that the other woman had disappeared into the darkness. She listened but couldn’t hear the singing anymore. Sam stepped away from the circle of graves.

			“This way,” he called back. “I see lights through the trees.”

			“I’m right behind you.”

			The orchard ended abruptly and they found themselves at the top of a hill in a newly mown field. Lisa was running down it toward the house at the bottom. Sam and Phoebe chased behind.

			The lights in the house were blazing, casting the yard around the house in a welcoming glow.

			“It’s Aunt Hazel’s,” Sam said. It was an old white farmhouse with a metal roof and sagging porches. There was a circular gravel driveway with one old car parked in it—a big, boxy Cadillac.

			Lisa reached the house and got down on all fours to peer into a low, rectangular basement window. Phoebe and Sam raced to catch up with her. There were broken, rusty nails hammered here and there around the edges of the basement window, like someone had tried to keep whatever was inside from coming out.

			But it hadn’t held them.

			Sam reached forward, pulled the window open, and, feetfirst, lowered himself through it until he was gone.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 42

			The Girl Who Would Be Queen

			Trolls. Ogres. Goblin babies, not meant for this world. That’s what the queen gave Teilo. And he raged. Called her a dirty human girl.

			“I could crush you in an instant,” he said. “Grind you like salt. If you don’t give me a son soon, I will make the other girl my wife.”

			He took the creatures off. At first they cried. Then they didn’t.

			The queen cramped and bled. Her nipples leaked.

			The girl’s heart broke for the queen. And she understood her role now: she was a handmaid. Her job, Teilo said, was to tend to the queen, be a companion. Try to keep her happy.

			“You will get your turn one day,” he promised.

			She washed the queen’s soiled rags in the bucket. Held her while she slept.

			“I want to go home,” the queen whimpered.

			“I know,” she told her queen, rocking her gently. “Me too.” But the truth is, she hardly remembered home anymore. It was a faraway place. Made up, like something from a fairy tale. A place she had been once upon a time.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 43

			Phoebe

			JUNE 13, PRESENT DAY

			Following Sam, Phoebe lowered herself down through the open window, scraping her back against the wooden frame. She hoped like hell she hadn’t scratched herself too badly on the rusty nails. Did they give tetanus shots to pregnant women?

			She landed with a not-so-gentle thud and saw that they were in a dimly lit room with cinder-block walls. Lisa came through next, lowering herself down without a sound. Above them a single forty-watt lightbulb gave a dull glow. Covering the walls were pictures cut from magazines and books, held up with yellowing tape: flowers of every shape and color. Lilacs and lilies. Sweet peas and daffodils. Flowers from formal gardens and weed-filled roadside ditches. There was a twin mattress on the floor in the corner, piled high with dirty blankets. Two stained pillows were at the head. Next to it, a five-gallon plastic bucket and roll of toilet paper. The walls, between the taped-up flower pictures, were full of chalk drawings—lines, circles, dashes, Teilo’s mark. She saw Lisa’s name written in tiny scrawl, just beside the bed. Next to it, another name, in different, more bubbly writing: Gabrielle.

			Phoebe blinked hard, tried to focus.

			“There was another girl here with you,” she said to Lisa. “They’d taken someone else. A girl called Gabrielle.”

			Lisa flinched a little at the name.

			“Phoebe,” Sam called from the doorway. He held a heavy, open padlock in his hands, taken from the hasp on the frame. There was also a sliding bolt outside the door.

			“Oh my God,” Phoebe said. “This is it, isn’t it, Lisa? This is your room in the garden?”

			Could it be? The place Lisa had been kept, year after year? Taken by whom? Old drunk Aunt Hazel? It didn’t make any sense. But Phoebe felt strangely relieved to know once and for all that they were dealing with real people, not shape-shifting fairies who could get inside your dreams.

			Lisa smiled, touched one of the taped-up flowers, bending the corner a little.

			“Once upon a time,” she said, “there were two little girls out wandering in the forest. They met a wicked man.”

			Sam slid the lock back into the hasp and walked across the cellar, past the furnace and water heater. Phoebe followed, green boots creeping over the damp cement floor. There was a dusty exercise bike, piles of newspapers and magazines, cardboard boxes. A tall bookcase rested against a wall, stuffed full of paperbacks, mostly romances. The bookcase looked slightly askew. Lisa went right up to it, grabbed the edge, and pulled.

			“Lisa!” Phoebe yelled, sure the case would come toppling over, crushing her.

			Instead, the bookcase swung out, its left edge held with heavy hinges. It opened like a door.

			“Sam, look!” Phoebe called.

			Behind the swinging bookcase was a heavy wooden door with a cut-glass knob. Phoebe turned the knob and pushed, but the door was locked. She glanced at the keyhole below the knob, then, taking a chance, reached into her pocket and took out Evie’s necklace. The key slid right into the hole and turned easily.

			Lisa gave it to me. She told me this story that summer about two sisters who went on an adventure with a magic key that was supposed to save them. She said this was the key.

			Phoebe opened the door and stepped inside.

			The room was small but tidy. There was a high rectangular window, like in the flowered room. A twin bed rested in one corner, neatly made with a green wool blanket on top, tucked in so tightly Phoebe was sure you could bounce a quarter on it. A wooden bookcase was stuffed full of books on the occult, mythology, and fairies.

			Next to it, a small desk. On it, an old red leather-bound diary, a stack of notebooks, a blank pad of paper, a pen and pencil, and a small microcassette recorder. There was an antique-looking pair of brass binoculars. Sam picked them up. “Son of a bitch,” he said.

			“Sam? You okay?”

			“We found these in the woods that summer. He was there. He was watching us the whole time!”

			Taped to the wall above the desk were sketches of a girl Phoebe recognized from the family photos at Sam’s: Lisa. A young Lisa, smiling, laughing, stars in her eyes. Lisa in a hooded sweatshirt. Lisa in a summer dress, the straps loose on her narrow shoulders. The drawings were done in pencil and charcoal. Phoebe looked from the drawings to the older, haggard version of Lisa, who stood beside Phoebe smiling down at her younger self. It was impossible to believe this was the same person. It wasn’t just the sallow skin, the worn expression. It was as if the shape of her eyes had changed. Just how much could sorrow reshape a person?

			“Sam, look,” Phoebe said, holding out the diary.

			“Teilo’s?” he asked.

			“No. It belongs to a girl. No dates, but listen to this:

			
			               Early Summer, 10 years old

			               Dear Diary,

			                   Today, Sister and I met the King of the Fairies! Mother says we’re lucky girls, that when she was little, she could see him too.

			                   Grandfather smiled, went back to reading his newspaper. Sometimes when Grandfather smiles at me, my throat feels like there’s an invisible noose around it, and as the corners of his mouth go up, the rope gets tighter.

			                   People in town say we shouldn’t play back there. That those woods are haunted. An evil place where the Devil dances.

			                   The King of the Fairies is no devil. He’s very handsome. That’s what Sister says anyway. It was so dark, and at first, he made us close our eyes. When we opened them, he was standing against a tree, and at first it was hard to see where the tree ended and he began. But as we looked longer, harder, we could make him out.

			                   But it was a little like that game you play in the dark—the one where you stand in front of a mirror, chanting Bloody Mary until you see something, then you wonder if you really saw it at all, or if it was just your imagination.

			                   What I saw was this:

			                   A man with the blackest eyes I’d ever seen. Like oil, all reflective and glimmering. His hair is long and dark. His breath is sweet at first, like flowers, but then horrid and rank. He speaks in riddles. Sister loves riddles. He wears a cloak colored like tree bark, and when he wraps it around himself, you can’t see him at all.

			                   He’s called Teilo and he says he’s lived here a long, long time.

			

			“Jesus,” Phoebe said, closing the diary. “Who is this guy?”

			“I don’t know,” Sam said. “But the diary sure isn’t Lisa’s. She didn’t have a sister.”

			“So he went after other girls too,” Phoebe said.

			Sam opened a chest of drawers, exposing neatly folded men’s briefs, white T-shirts, jeans. Sam reached into the back of the top drawer and pulled out a white face mask and a pair of black leather gloves.

			“If you look upon the true face of a fairy, you’ll be driven mad,” Sam said, holding up the mask.

			Phoebe picked up the gloves. “Look at the fingers!”

			Six. There were six fingers on each hand.

			“Who the hell is he?” Sam asked.

			“He calls himself Teilo, the King of the Fairies,” Lisa said. “But he isn’t really.”

			Sam was going through the bookshelf. Lisa stood in the doorway, looking in with worried eyes. Phoebe opened the diary, flipped ahead a couple of pages, and read another entry:

			
			               Middle of Summer, 11 years old

			               Dear Diary,

			                   Sister says she’s going to marry Teilo.

			                   I was angry at first. Not because I actually expected him to choose me over her or because I even wanted him to. It’s just that Sister has changed so much since he came. She’s become so serious. Each day, I feel her pulling away from me and getting closer to him.

			                   So when she said she was getting married, I was silent.

			                   “Don’t be a mope,” Sister said.

			                   Later, when we went to the bottom of the hill, Sister told Teilo I’d been sulking all day. He laughed. “Don’t worry,” he said. “You can both be my brides.”

			                   Sister says we can live here forever, all three of us.

			                   “Aren’t we the luckiest girls on earth?” she asks.

			                   When we got back to the house, Grandfather asked, “Why the long face?”

			                   “Because I’m one of the luckiest girls on earth,” I told him.

			                   He laughed, throwing back his head. His teeth are perfect squares, whiter than white, like a mouth full of sugar cubes. His breath smells like dirt and minerals, like the inside of a cave.

			                   He wrapped his cool fingers around my wrist like he does sometimes. It’s like he’s checking my pulse. Wanting to know if I’m alive or dead. Sometimes he just holds me like that awhile, his strong bony fingers encircling my wrist like a handcuff, and if I try to pull away, he just grips me tighter.

			

			“Figured out who it belongs to yet?” Sam asked.

			Phoebe shook her head. “No, but it’s damn creepy.”

			She closed the diary and picked up the small recorder, saw there was a tape inside. She rewound it to the beginning, then pressed Play.

			“Tell me a story,” a girl said. Another girl giggled.

			The first girl cleared her throat and said, “Here she is, ladies and gentlemen, for your listening pleasure, the world’s greatest storyteller, Lisa Nazzaro.” There was the sound of clapping, then another giggle.

			Phoebe glanced over at Sam, who looked like he’d been hit with an arrow.

			On the tape, Lisa said, “You’re too much, Evie.”

			“Just tell the damn story.”

			“Once upon a time,” Lisa began, “there was a poor peasant girl. Orphaned, she lived on her own at the edge of the woods. She came to town to gather rags and food scraps. Sometimes the townspeople would take pity on her and give her some soup. A slice of bread. A shiny coin. Mostly, they were cruel. They called her Rag Girl. But what none of them knew, including the girl herself, was that she was really a princess.”

			“Ooo,” moaned Evie. “Will there be magic in the story?”

			“There always is,” said Lisa. “What fun is a story without magic?”

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 44

			The Girl Who Would Be Queen

			On full moon nights, the man who called himself Teilo came for both of them. He wore a mask. Black leather gloves and jacket.

			“Shh!” he warned. “We don’t want to upset the guardians.”

			It was a game. It was us against them. The guardians were overprotective, Teilo said. They didn’t approve of him visiting his girls.

			“But how could they keep me away?” he asked. “A way. Where there’s a will, there’s a way. Up, up, and away!”

			He led them through the small opened window, took them to the orchard. They all held hands and danced in a circle. The queen threw back her head and laughed. “I think,” said Teilo, “that you each grow more beautiful every day. The fairy world suits you.”

			They both knew it was a lie but smiled anyway. They knew they looked washed out, had tangles in their hair, sores on their lips and in their mouths. Moth-girls who never saw sunlight, never washed in a tub, only a bucket with a sponge. Girls who lived on white bread and sweet sugary Kool-Aid that had a bitter aftertaste and made them sleepy. Their teeth were rotten. Their breath, rank. They bruised easily, like old fruit.

			Once, they were dancing and a voice from the trees called out, “What are you doing?”

			“Nothing!” shouted Teilo. “Mind your own business, Evie!”

			Evie stepped out of the shadows, looked at the girls. She looked tall and brave and very, very angry. “You’re not supposed to talk to them! They shouldn’t even be outside,” she said. “I’m telling Mom.” She ran back to the house.

			“We’d better get you girls home,” Teilo said. “The ball’s over. Time to turn back into pumpkins. Pretty little, pretty little pumpkins in my pumpkin patch.”

			That night they heard a lot of shouting outside their locked door. The voices were muffled but furious, and they caught only a few words here and there:

			Dangerous. Ruined. Teilo. Who do you think you are?

			Then hammering, as nails were put into the outside of their little window.

			They held each other there in the dark, shivering on their thin mattress.

			Teilo didn’t come to visit again for a long, long time. But Evie did. She warned them. “Don’t talk to him,” she said. “He isn’t who he says he is. They’re all a bunch of liars. The only one you can believe is me. If you trust me, if you’re patient, I’ll get you both out of here one day. I swear it.”

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 45

			Phoebe

			JUNE 13, PRESENT DAY

			Phoebe carried the diary out of the hidden room, flipping through pages as Sam searched the rest of the basement.

			
			               End of Summer, 11 years old

			               Dear Diary,

			                   Sister says we have to make a deal with Teilo.

			                   It seems like whatever I do, however hard I try to break away, he’s there. Even when I don’t go see him, when I make excuses to Sister, he’s there in my dreams. He’s always there.

			                   I have my own secret name for him. I call him the Nightmare Man.

			                   Sometimes in the night, I wake up screaming. Grandfather comes into my room, gives me a bitter tablet to place under my tongue. “Excitable child,” he calls me as he encircles my wrist with his fingers. Then he asks, “What did you dream?”

			                   “I don’t remember,” I tell him and he gives me this horrid little smile. Sometimes I wonder if maybe my pulse is telling him a story, beating out words in some kind of code that only Grandfather can understand.

			                   “So what’s the deal we have to make with Teilo?” I asked Sister when we were on our way into the woods. Lately, when we go there, I feel like everything is alive—like the trees have eyes and ears and we have to be very careful about what we say and do.

			                   “If we promise him our firstborn,” Sister explains, “he’ll give us what we wish for most in the world.”

			                   What I wish for most is that we never met Teilo.

			                   If I said that out loud, something terrible would happen to me. I just know it.

			

			Phoebe skimmed ahead.

			
			               Mid-summer, 12 years old

			               Dear Diary,

			                   Sometimes I wonder if Sister’s making all this up. I don’t know how she could, but still, I wonder. . .

			                   I wonder if a person can bring something to life by wishing it. But why would you wish for something dark? Something evil?

			

			Phoebe skipped ahead again, and found an entry that made her heart sink like lead into her stomach.

			“Oh my God, Sam,” she said. “I know whose diary this is.”

			Sam turned away from the boxes of books and papers he’d been going through. “Whose?”

			“Listen:

			
			               Midsummer, 13 years old

			               Dear Diary,

			                   I am in love. And the best part is . . . he loves me too! We’re keeping it a secret, though. Grandfather says I’m not allowed to go out with boys and that if he ever catches me with one, I’ll never leave the house again. Grandfather says boys only want one thing. But he’s wrong about David. David has promised to take me away from all of this, as soon as I turn eighteen.

			                   He works at the general store, but he goes to high school. He’s an artist. A potter.

			                   The other day he gave me a gift: a blue bowl with a mermaid painted at the bottom.

			                   “It’s too pretty to eat out of,” I told him.

			                   I filled the bowl with water, made it ripple, and the mermaid seemed to come to life. Then a crazy thing happened, a thing that made me wonder if I was going mad. I looked into the bowl and saw the mermaid’s sweet face turn angry and horrid—it was Teilo’s face looking back. Then I heard a laugh, felt cold breath on my neck. He was standing behind me. Only when I turned, he wasn’t there.

			                   I told Sister about this later. She demanded to know where the bowl had come from, and when I told her, she got quiet.

			                   “David loves me,” I told her. “He says that when he’s done with high school, when I’m old enough, we’ll get married. We’ll move far away. California maybe.”

			                   I left out what I was thinking. Away from Teilo. Away from you and Grandfather.

			                   Sister just smiled, said, “You think you can leave that easily?”

			

			Phoebe closed the book and looked up at Sam. His face was pale. “It’s my mother’s,” he said.

			Phoebe nodded. “And I don’t know who or what Teilo is, but your Aunt Hazel’s been involved with him for a long, long time.”

			Sam turned from the boxes, jogged over to the steps.

			“Stop,” Lisa said as Sam stepped onto the rough wooden basement stairs. “We’re not allowed up there. It’s dangerous.”

			“Bullshit,” Sam mumbled, taking the stairs two at a time. Phoebe tucked the diary in her back pocket and followed him. Lisa hung back, muttering, “Not safe, not safe, not safe.” An incantation.

			Phoebe wondered what they would find up there—the King of the Fairies? A doorway to another world?

			She flashed back onto the dream she’d had back in the cabin: the hand reaching into her belly, pulling back the door of flesh, muscle, and skin.

			She thought of the tiny graveyard in the orchard.

			“Sam?” she said, voice quavering. “Maybe it’s time to call the police?” He didn’t show any sign of having heard her and hurried up the last steps. Phoebe stayed right behind him. And behind her, Lisa tentatively followed, mumbling, “Not safe,” again and again.

			The door opened into an ordinary kitchen with laminate countertops, a peeling linoleum floor, slightly sticky underfoot. Empty cups, bowls, and gin bottles littered the counter. Phoebe surveyed the room and felt a horrible sense of familiar unease—this was so much like one of the kitchens of her childhood, reeking of spilled booze and sour milk. There was a large spray bottle of Raid on the cluttered table. Phoebe shuddered. It was as if she’d gone back in time to when she would walk through the kitchen and find her own mother passed out on the living room couch. And now, like then, she felt she was a meek little girl, powerless to other people’s demons.

			“Sam?” The word was little more than a moist puff in the air. She wanted to leave this place. To run as fast as she could and not look back.

			Sam turned left, walking through the dining room into the living room.

			Phoebe covered her nose and mouth and walked over to the sink. Among fossilized pots of orange macaroni and cheese and SpaghettiOs were baby bottles and half-empty bags of curdled formula. Phoebe’s stomach clenched. She couldn’t bear the thought of a tiny infant being in a place like this, cared for by a woman who obviously could barely care for herself. She put a hand on her stomach and made a silent promise: I will keep you safe. I will keep things like this from ever happening to you. You will grow up in a clean house, eating wholesome, organic, Sam-approved food.

			“Sam,” Phoebe said, holding one of the bottles up. “The baby was here.” He looked over and nodded grimly.

			She dropped the bottle of curdled formula and followed Sam into the living room.

			Both rooms were cluttered and filthy: stacks of junk mail, books, and magazines covered the table and floor. Ashtrays were overflowing. Afghans that had no doubt once been bright and cheery hung over the furniture tattered and stained. The lights were on, but there was no sign of life.

			“Hazel?” he called out. There was no response.

			“Sam,” Phoebe asked, eyeing yet another bottle of gin on the coffee table, this one half-full. Next to it, a ring of condensation, still damp and glistening. “When was the last time you were here?”

			“When I was a kid. Before Lisa disappeared.”

			Lisa had followed them into the living room but stood with her back pressed against the wall, eyes open wide, hands clenched into fists, fingernails digging into her palms.

			“You okay, Lisa?” Phoebe asked. Lisa showed no sign of having heard her.

			Sam climbed the mottled brown and orange carpeted stairs in the living room. The wall was covered in school photos of Evie. There she was in first grade, pudgy and freckled, smiling for the camera. Then later, in fifth grade, the freckles faded, the smile replaced by a scowl. In her high school graduation picture, she was tall and lean with close-cropped hair and piercing eyes.

			The light in the hall was on. They passed reprint landscapes in cheap frames, a plaster handprint Evie had done when she was seven. Phoebe placed her own hand over it, fingers working their way into the grooves Evie’s hand had left behind.

			Where was Evie?

			What was happening to this family’s girls and women?

			The first bedroom, Hazel’s, was empty. A bed was covered in a flowered quilt. There was a Reader’s Digest on the nightstand and a small television. There were some dirty clothes on the floor: a stained nightgown, a faded pair of enormous pink briefs with the elastic sprung. Phoebe looked away, embarrassed.

			Sam went across the hall to the second bedroom. “Jesus!” he yelped. Phoebe ran in.

			“Evie’s room,” Sam said.

			There was a twin bed, neatly made. Next to the bed was a desk. Above it, a poster of a tarot card: the Hanged Man.

			Phoebe’s skin felt cool and damp, like she’d just entered a cave.

			“Look familiar?” Sam said, pointing at the image. It showed a man hanging upside down by his foot, his leg crossed, his hands bound.

			“Teilo’s sign,” Phoebe said, instantly recognizing the rough shape the man’s upside-down body made.

			There was a scattering of notebooks on the desk. Sam picked one up, thumbed through it, scowling. Then he set it down, picked up another. “They’re all full of writing, but I can’t decipher it. It looks a lot like your chicken scratch, Bee.” Sam gave her a quizzical look.

			“Let me see.” Sam handed the notebook over, and she flipped through it. “A lot of people use their own form of shorthand. It just makes writing faster,” she explained.

			“And makes it so other people can’t read it,” Sam added.

			“Right, she was definitely trying to keep whatever she wrote a secret,” Phoebe said, “but I can read this just fine.”

			“You can?”

			“It’s pretty simple, really.” She held the book out for him to look at. “See these dots—they stand for the word the. She’s dropped most of the vowels, used phonetic spelling. And she’s simplified some of the letters, like leaving the A’s without the line across. And this squiggle here,” she said, pointing at the page, “is a G. The word is ‘talking’.”

			Sam squinted at the notebook. “You can actually read it?”

			“Sure,” Phoebe said. “She’s talking about the fairies, Teilo, a magic door in Reliance.” She set down the notebook and picked up another, an earlier one, the cover worn and faded.

			“Okay,” Sam said. “So we know Evie was helping Teilo, but who the hell is he? He sure doesn’t pop out of a secret door in the woods. Who lives in that room in the basement?”

			Lisa stood in the doorway, as if she was afraid to step over the threshold. She laughed a high, nervous laugh.

			“I don’t know, but Evie definitely does,” Phoebe said, a knot forming in her stomach. “But I’m not sure she was always on his side.” She pointed at the notebook. “Listen to this, it’s from fifteen years ago, in August:

			
			                   “‘They’re keeping her so doped up she doesn’t know where she is. It kills me to see her like this; it’s like being gutted. But I know it won’t last. It’s just for a short time. I sneak into her room at night, curl up next to her, and tell her I promise I’ll get her out. I bring her little treats: chocolate, colored pencils, bubble gum. One day, I’ll find a way to break the spell. We’ll get on our horses and ride away from here. I’ll use my magic key and save us both.’”

			

			Phoebe remembered what Lisa had said, that Evie was the one who let her go. But why had it taken fifteen years? What was she up against?

			Phoebe looked up at the hanged man poster above the desk. What struck her most was his expression of perfect calm. Here he was, hung upside down, looking completely at peace, a yellow halo glowing around his head, making him seem saintly, enlightened.

			She glanced back down at the notebook, flipping ahead until something caught her eye. “Listen to this,” she said.

			Evie had taken notes from a book called Tarot for Beginners: 

			
			               “‘The hanged man suspends serenely upside down, having let go of all worldly attachments. The hanged man has perspective obtainable only by someone who is free from everyday reality. He is an outcast who appears to be a fool, but in reality, he is the most enlightened of them all. He understands change is coming and has opened himself up to it completely. It’s a card about surrender. About being suspended between the worlds.’”

			

			He walks between the worlds.

			It’s a card about surrender.

			As she set down the journal, her eye caught on the pile of books underneath the notebooks. Phoebe held up a thick hardcover in a transparent library slipcover: Understanding Agoraphobia. “Looks like maybe Evie was doing a little research.” Getting ready to play the role of the poor, terrified cousin who can’t leave her apartment. Phoebe flipped through. Tucked between pages of the book were two snapshots, one of the house Phoebe and Sam shared.

			“She was watching us,” Phoebe said.

			The other was a childhood photo of Evie, Sam, and Lisa on a beach. Evie’s arm was around Lisa. They were all three smiling into the camera. Phoebe caught the glint of Lisa’s brand-new charm bracelet on her left wrist. Sam and Evie held plastic pirate swords. Off in the corner of the photo, between the kids and the ocean behind them, a blurry figure was lurking. “Who’s that?” she asked Sam, pointing at the photo, wondering if it was an actual person or just a trick of light.

			“No one,” Sam said. “There wasn’t anyone else there.”

			Behind them, from a room down the hall, a door closed.

			They all froze, looking at each other.

			“He’s here,” Lisa said.

			Phoebe looked up at the Hanged Man and stumbled a little, suddenly light-headed, as if she herself were upside down. Her stomach churned, and a wave of nausea overtook her. She hurried from the room, down the hall in search of a bathroom, making it just in time. She vomited, rinsed out her mouth with lukewarm water, looked at herself in the mirror. For just an instant, a nebulous figure moved across the mirror, behind her. She spun. No one. Nothing.

			“Shit,” she mumbled, gripping the sink. She thought she felt the baby twitch inside her, her own little divining rod telling her something was terribly wrong.

			She walked on shaky legs out of the bathroom and saw there was one more room across the hall, the door closed. She crept slowly up to it, placed her hand on the knob, turning it gently, pushing the door open. The room was warm, sweet smelling but with a sour undertone.

			“Oh,” she said, not meaning to speak, the sound escaping anyway. In front of her was a pretty white bassinet, a changing table stocked with diapers, powder, wipes, diaper rash cream. On the edge of the table, a bottle of formula. Phoebe touched it—still warm.

			“You’re too late,” a voice told her. It was gravelly, unfamiliar. The hairs on the back of Phoebe’s neck stood up. She tried to make herself turn around but found she was frozen in place, as in a nightmare.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 46

			The Girl Who Would Be Queen

			He made them both pregnant this time. He was getting his son, one way or another.

			They talked about escaping. When the babies were born, they were going to take them and run.

			“They’ll never let us,” the queen said. She’d been there longer. She’d lost hope long ago.

			“I know people,” she told the queen. “There are places where we would be safe. Sometimes there are happy endings,” she said. Hansel and Gretel pushed the witch into the oven, took her treasures, and found their way back home. Sleeping Beauty was woken with a kiss.

			They didn’t see Teilo much. They continued to hear arguments through the flowered walls. Angry words saying things like “How could you?” and “I trusted you!” and “You’ve ruined everything.”

			The girls waited. Their bellies grew. To pass the time, they told each other stories.

			Once upon a time there was a little girl. And she had a little curl. Coal black hair. Dark eyes. She lived with her mother and father and brother on the edge of a forest. She ate oatmeal for breakfast and called it porridge. She had a shelf full of books and a silver comb and mirror that were magic. She had a secret hiding place in the attic. She went to school. Learned the golden rule. Loved her English teacher, who taught her things like what a metaphor is and how every story, if you look at it right, is a circle with a beginning, middle, and end.

			She had a cousin named Evie, who said, “Don’t go into the woods anymore.”

			And Evie was right. She should have listened.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 47

			Phoebe

			JUNE 13, PRESENT DAY

			“Who is Teilo?” Sam demanded. Hazel stood in the center of the nursery, holding a large glass of what smelled like straight gin with ice. She was short and chunky, with black tousled hair streaked with grey. Her cheeks were rosy and covered with thin spidery red veins, her eyes dark. She wore a pair of stretchy navy blue pants, stained at the knees, a white cardigan, and fleece slippers. House clothes, Phoebe’s mother would have called them. Phoebe saw an instant resemblance to Phyllis, only this was a ravaged version—the dark sister who stole children away.

			“Do you really need to ask that?” Hazel asked, her words a slurred, drunken hiss. “After everything you’ve seen? You of all people should understand the truth, Sammy.” She waved her drink in his direction, some of it spilling over the edge.

			“What truth is that?” Sam asked. “What I understand is that you kept Lisa here. Made her think she was with the fairies. It was you. You and some mysterious six-fingered rapist who lives in your goddamn basement! Who is he, Hazel?”

			“I did what I did because I had to. I did it to protect my children.”

			“Evie?” Sam said. “How in the hell did stealing Lisa protect Evie?”

			Children. She’d said children.

			Phoebe remembered what Becca had said about Hazel having a stillborn baby that everyone in town heard crying.

			“He’s your son,” Phoebe said. “Teilo is your son.”

			Hazel chuckled, sounding more like a dainty Mrs. Claus than a psychotic kidnapper. “No. Gene is Teilo’s son.”

			“Who?” Sam asked.

			“The Dark Man,” she said. “Teilo.” When Hazel said the name, a shadow crossed her face. She took a long sip from the glass of gin, hand trembling.

			She’s afraid of him, Phoebe thought.

			“But who the hell is Gene?” Sam asked.

			“Your cousin,” Phoebe explained. “Evie’s older brother.”

			“Evie doesn’t have a brother.” Sam shook his head firmly.

			Poor Sam. Sometimes he was too smart for his own good. By the time his brain analyzed and processed, he was half a step behind.

			“Why?” Phoebe asked Hazel. “Why keep him hidden?”

			“He walks between the worlds,” Hazel said. “Half human, half fairy.”

			“I have fucking had it with the fairy shit!” Sam exploded. “Where’s Lisa’s baby? What have you freaks done with him?”

			“I said, you’re too late,” Hazel said calmly, smoothing at a crease in her stained pants. “They’ve taken the baby.”

			“Where?” Sam asked. “What are they going to do to him? Lock him up in another secret room in someone’s filthy basement?”

			Hazel flinched a little, then smiled, showing crooked, stained teeth. “No. They’ll take him to Teilo. In time, he’ll be joined by another, a human girl not yet born who will be raised by the fairies. Together, they’ll change the world.”

			“This is insane,” Sam said. “You can’t actually believe all this.”

			“It’s the prophecy. And it’s all coming true. Ask her,” Hazel said, looking at Lisa. “She knows the truth. She’s seen the future.” Hazel looked down into her glass, closed her eyes, and took another deep swallow.

			Sam shook his head. “Lisa barely knows her own name anymore.”

			Hazel laughed. “You still think this is Lisa?”

			Phoebe’s mind ran in circles, then something clicked into place, like tumblers in a lock.

			“Let me guess, she’s a changeling? Jesus!” Sam said. “Hazel, you pulled all this insane fairy crap from your own sick, twisted mind and brainwashed Evie. You kidnapped your own niece. And on top of it, you’ve got a secret son who never sees the light of day? What the fuck is the matter with you?”

			Hazel shook her head. “I didn’t want to believe either, at first, Sammy. But then I saw the truth. Sometimes I wish . . . I wish things had turned out differently. But they didn’t. And you can’t run from your own destiny. You can’t hide from Teilo, no matter how hard you try.”

			“Where have they taken the baby?” Sam said, raising his voice and speaking slowly, annunciating each syllable. “Where is Teilo?”

			“Where do you go when there’s nowhere else to go?” Hazel said, rocking back on her heels. “Home, Sammy. You go home.”

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 48

			The Girl Who Would Be Queen

			Teilo got what he wanted, what the dreams and prophecies promised: a boy child with thick dark hair, the palest skin, eyes like chestnuts, a mouth as red as any ruby. He smelled like warm summer rain. And the only time he seemed to stop crying was when her nipple was in his mouth. He rolled it around in there like a sweet cherry, then clamped down tight and went to work. Queen cow, pumping out milk, walking the halls with the baby howling, one of the guardians telling her to shut him up. Then another guardian hissed, “You shut up before Teilo hears you and fries up your skin for breakfast! That’s the prince you’re talking about.”

			Things were tense since Teilo’s son was born. There was arguing all the time. Evie fought with the guardians, who then fought with the man who called himself Teilo but wasn’t really.

			Her own baby had been stillborn. She must have come too early. She was perfect in every way, though. Ten fingers. Ten toes. A head full of damp, curly hair.

			A week later, the queen’s baby, the perfect son, came. The queen had a hard labor, much worse than her own. There was so much screaming. So much blood. The guardians, they tried to stop it. “We should get her to a hospital,” Evie said. She was yelling, begging. And she was crying. Actual tears.

			“No,” said her mother. “Teilo would be furious.”

			So they let her die.

			Lisa, her name had been. Queen of the Fairies.

			She’d heard the guardians talking. They said they had no use for her anymore.

			“She’s got a loose screw,” one said. “A fucking mental case, that one is. Not even the kid’s mother. Just a wet nurse plucked at random off the street because Gene thought Lisa was lonely. So he brings her a fucking crank addict? How’s that for a playmate for the Queen of the Fairies? Disgusting!”

			“Too late now,” the other said. “It’s your fault, really, when you look at it. It was your job to keep Gene under control. She’s serving a purpose now, feeding the baby. When we don’t need the girl, we’ll get rid of her. And take care of any evidence.”

			Evidence.

			Evidently.

			Eventually.

			Fucking mental case.

			Once upon a time, there was a girl who thought she was special, but really she was just dumb. A bad girl who skipped school, stole her mother’s cigarettes and brandy. She left home at sixteen, looking for something more. She lived on the street. Learned to make a buck however she could. It was funny what some guys would pay for. Funny strange, not funny ha ha. That was a saying her ma used to have. Sometimes she missed her ma. Mostly, she didn’t. Each day on the street was like panning for gold: you never knew what you’d find, who’d turn up.

			He was dressed all in black, not much older than she was. His hair was dark and slicked back. He had a goatee. His boots were spit-shined so that you could look down and see the reflections of streetlights and clouds. He was a magic man, he told her. He gave her a twenty just for a smile. That’s when she saw his gloved hands, each with an extra finger.

			The next day, he came back with a pack of smokes, a handful of pills, bright and colorful as candy.

			“What would you say if I told you there was a whole parallel world beside ours and that the beings who lived there controlled our destiny?”

			The girl laughed.

			“You know how sometimes, sometimes when you’re just sitting there, you catch this movement in the corner of your eye—just a shadow, really—and you blink, sure you imagined it?”

			She nodded. She knew exactly what he meant. It happened to her all the time.

			“That’s them,” he said.

			She took out a smoke and lit it.

			“People like you and me, we get that the life people are living is really an illusion, don’t we? Smoke and mirrors, hiding the real deal. The steal of a deal. That guy coming out of Banana Republic with a seventy-dollar shirt. The woman with her grande half-caff latte. They don’t have a clue. But you and I, we know different.”

			The girl blew smoke at him, smiled. “So what, exactly, are you saying?”

			“I’m saying I can show you the truth. I can take you away from all this and change your life forever.”

			Now the girl was just tired. And she wasn’t a girl anymore. She’s what—in her twenties? Thirties maybe even. Time meant nothing in the fairy world. Her body hurt. Her teeth ached. She lay in bed at night and heard voices no one else seemed to hear. They’d get loud, then soft, but stayed steady, like a pulse. A strange heartbeat in her ears. Lisa’s babies. Hers. Lisa’s voice saying, “I lived next to a town called Reliance. My brother, his name is Sam. If I ever get out of here, he’s the first one I’ll find.”

			When they started the baby on formula, she knew it was over.

			Evie came into her room one night, said, “You need to go. Now.”

			Evie had been so kind to her these last weeks. She snuck her and the baby out when the guardians were away. They went for rides in the country. Evie took her to a library in the afternoons, even let her check out books. It was far away, a place where no one would recognize them.

			But now Evie was panicked as she pried open the window and helped her through.

			“Where will I go?” she asked.

			“As far as you can,” Evie whispered.

			She pulled herself through and ran. But it wasn’t her own life she was running toward. It was Lisa’s, the girl who was Queen of the Fairies. Because somehow, after their years together, she knew Lisa’s life better than her own. It was more real to her—more vivid and sparkling and full of hope than her own past.

			Once upon a time there was a girl named Lisa who lived in a house with her mother, father, and brother, Sammy. They all loved her very much. She ate oatmeal for breakfast and called it porridge. Her father was very sick and she thought she could save him. She was a good girl.

			Good girl.

			Good girl.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 49

			Phoebe

			JUNE 13, PRESENT DAY

			“So what you’re saying,” Phoebe said, “is that there really is no Teilo.”

			“Right,” said Sam. He was speeding along through dark and twisting roads, hurrying back toward Reliance, hoping like hell the baby would be there. “He’s just a figure in some fucked-up fairy tale my mother and Hazel believed in, a story their own mother told them. They passed it down to their children. Hazel was a little . . . unbalanced, and took the story too literally. She came to really believe it, and then there was the pregnancy. I’m guessing that’s what put her over the edge.” Sam paused, took a breath. “Maybe she was raped,” he said, shuddering. “And, to deal with it, she convinced herself that it was Teilo’s baby. She hid him away, raised him with this crazy belief that he was of fairy blood. Some families have shit like cancer and heart disease passed from one generation the next—we’ve got malevolent stories.”

			It made sense in an awful way. A legend passed down from one generation to the next that made each child feel special, like they were part of something much larger, much more magical than the mundane world of friends and school and rock collections. There are fairies on the back side of the hill. Your great-grandfather was really a changeling left to pass as a human infant in a crib.

			Didn’t everyone want that? Have a secret longing to be more special than the guy next door? Didn’t everyone secretly wish there was another world you could find a doorway to, step inside, and become a queen?

			Phoebe could understand that longing.

			She had spent her whole life being nothing special. The girl who fell between the cracks. Who barely got through school, didn’t show much promise. The daughter of a drunk who wasn’t destined for any sort of greatness.

			There was some part of her—some desperate, pathetic part, dying to be special—that wished it was true that Teilo really might have chosen her to give him Sam’s firstborn.

			Phoebe swallowed hard, feeling like she had a golf ball stuck in her throat.

			Phoebe remembered what Dr. Ostrum had told her—that the people in Reliance hadn’t vanished overnight, it was a slow drying-up, people moved on to other places. But that didn’t make for a good story. Every town needs a mystery or two, she’d said.

			“So who is the father of Lisa’s baby?” Phoebe asked.

			“It’s gotta be this cousin, Gene,” Sam said. “Shit, I bet he was there that summer, hiding out in the woods, masquerading as the Fairy King! We found a bed of ferns one time, a blanket and those brass binoculars.”

			“Oh,” Phoebe said, relieved that they were talking about an actual person, not a mythical being. But then she remembered the dark shadow she’d seen pass behind her in the bathroom at Aunt Hazel’s. Thought of the nightmares.

			“I still don’t understand,” Phoebe confessed. “Everything that happened at the cabin, the other Evie . . .”

			“I think all hell broke loose when Lisa ran away,” Sam explained. “I mean, they’d kidnapped her, held her against her will for years, used her for some fucked-up incestuous breeding project where they were trying to make some crazy fairy prophecy they’d probably made up themselves come true. Lunatics! They knew she’d come to us. And they knew that the fairy book linked them to the kidnapping. It was proof. They wanted it back. And they wanted Lisa back before she told anyone about Gene, the baby, and the room in the basement. So they sent the fake Evie, knowing it would lead us to the real Evie, who seemed like this helpless wreck of a woman. Someone who needed taking care of. God, they played us, Bee. They knew our every move before we did.”

			But there was one piece in Sam’s scenario that still wasn’t quite right: Lisa.

			“Gabrielle,” Phoebe said, turning to look at the girl in the backseat. “Was Lisa already there when they took you, or did she come later?”

			“What?” Sam asked. “What are you talking about, Bee?”

			The girl bit her lip, looked up at Phoebe, and nodded. “She was there. She was the true queen.”

			The car drifted from the passing lane into the right lane as Sam turned to look in the backseat. A horn blasted.

			“Sam!” Phoebe cried. “Keep your eyes on the road. If you get us all killed, we’ll never find the baby.”

			“I don’t understand,” Sam muttered, eyes focused on the dark highway, hands gripping the wheel as he straightened up the car. “Whose baby is it? Who is this girl? Where the hell is Lisa?”

			“The baby’s Lisa’s, right?” Phoebe said.

			Gabrielle nodded.

			“Did you have a baby too?” Phoebe asked, remembering what Franny said about the milk leaking from the girl’s breasts.

			She nodded again. “My baby died. They gave me Lisa’s.”

			“Where is Lisa?” Sam asked again.

			Gabrielle began to cry. Phoebe understood. Lisa was under one of the white crosses in the orchard. Whether she died giving birth or they killed her because they had no use for her after, she was gone.

			“And did your babies have the same father?” Phoebe asked.

			Gabrielle nodded. “Teilo. The Dark Man. King of the Fairies. He’ll come for you too,” she said, staring right at Phoebe. “You’ll see soon enough. You have something he wants.”

			Phoebe’s stomach clenched.

			“I don’t get it,” Sam said. “What the fuck is going on?”

			“They took another girl,” Phoebe explained. “I saw the name Gabrielle written on the wall in the locked room in the basement. Then when we were talking to Hazel, I realized this isn’t Lisa. You were right all along, Sam.”

			“But why?” Sam asked. “Why take a second girl?”

			“I’m not sure exactly,” Phoebe said. “A companion maybe? But there’s something else I’m not understanding. If your mother knew Hazel really believed in the fairies, which she must, because she wrote the diary, then how did she not suspect her when Lisa went missing? Why didn’t she send the police after Hazel right away?”

			Sam shrugged.

			Phoebe pulled Phyllis’s red diary from her back pocket and opened it:

			
			               End of Summer, 13 years old

			               Dear Diary,

			                   Yesterday, Sister apologized for how awful she’d been. She said she was sorry she’d been so caught up in Teilo. Of course I should go off and marry David when I get a little older. She was happy for me. Really. We had a picnic on a blanket she’d laid out in the woods. She made cupcakes and brought a thermos of hot, sweet tea. After, I felt very sleepy.

			                   “Close your eyes,” she said. “Lay down awhile.”

			                   When I opened my eyes again, David was there.

			                   I looked for Sister, but she was nowhere to be seen.

			                   “We love each other very much, don’t we?” David said, lifting my skirt. He unbuckled his belt.

			                   “What are you doing?” I tried to ask, but what came out was a faint, buzzing June bug of a sound. I tried to sit up, but my body felt too heavy, as if I were made of bags of heavy sand.

			                   Then he was on top of me. Inside me. I tried to roll away, but his arms pinned me to the blanket.

			                   I closed my eyes.

			                   When I opened them again, it wasn’t David’s face I saw.

			                   Teilo’s black eyes gazed back at me. And only then I realized that they were a lot like Grandfather’s. And then he smiled and I felt that familiar constricting feeling in my throat.

			                   “Silly girl,” he said.

			

			“Sam, how old was your mother when Lisa was born?” Phoebe asked.

			“I don’t know exactly. Twenty, I think. Why?”

			Phoebe didn’t answer but went back to reading.

			
			               Late Spring, 14 years old

			               Dear Diary,

			                   Sister is the one who told David I was pregnant. She said that was the kind of girl I was—the kind who wasn’t careful, who would go into the woods with just any boy who asked.

			                   I tried to tell him the truth: that she led me into the woods. That it was his face I saw at first. It was a terrible trick the two of them had played on me.

			                   “My grandfather’s in on it too,” I explained. “He’s evil. He has powers. Sometimes . . . sometimes, I think he’s not human.”

			                   David started to walk away. I grabbed his shoulder, made him turn toward me.

			                   “I love you,” I said. “All my life, I will love only you.”

			                   David shook his head, backed away from me slowly like I was brandishing a weapon. Somehow or other, I’d become a dangerous girl. A girl capable of anything in his eyes.

			                   Sister was a great comfort to David. He kept coming around. She fed him tea and cake and stories. Stories about me and how I’d always been a little off in the head. About how on the back side of our hill, there was a town that used to be but wasn’t anymore; about how I, her poor crazy sister, believed there were fairies there.

			                   When Sister told me that she was getting married, that she was going to be Mrs. David Nazzaro, it came as no surprise. But still, it was like she shoved a corkscrew in my heart, then twisted and pulled. Pop. A toast to you and yours. May you live happily ever after.

			                   “It’s just for show, though,” Sister said. “I will always be Teilo’s bride. So will you. And you, you’re special. He chose you, Hazel. He chose you to give him a son—half fairy, half human. The child you carry will walk between the worlds.”

			

			“Oh my God,” Phoebe said, staring down at the diary.

			“What?” Sam asked.

			Gabrielle looked at Phoebe and giggled. “You can’t change what’s happened. Or what’s going to happen,” she said. “One of the guardians, she used to come sit with us. She’d tell us stories. Stories about us. She said that everything happened for a reason. We didn’t always understand the reason, but Teilo did. Not the fake Teilo, that’s not who she meant, but the real one. We all had our destinies, she used to say.”

			Destiny. Is that what this was all about? Phoebe touched her belly.

			“Bullshit,” Sam said, peering back at Gabrielle in the rearview mirror. “Who told you all this? Hazel? Evie’s mother?”

			“No,” Gabrielle said. “The older one. Lisa’s mother. She was Teilo’s queen once, too.”

		

	


	
		
			PART V

			The Happy Family

			

	


	
		
			From The Book of Fairies

			
			If you believe, people will doubt you. Call you crazy. There will come a time when you must make a choice—when your true beliefs will be put to the test.

			Us or them?

			The world of magic or the mundane drudgery of going through life with blinders on.

			You choose.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 50

			Phoebe

			JUNE 13, PRESENT DAY

			They were coming up on Harmony when Phoebe got to the last few pages of the diary.

			
			               Spring, Age 15

			               Dear Diary,

			                   The baby looks like his father. That’s what Sister says. She and David are married now, and we all live together in our house, just as Teilo promised. Grandfather’s gone, struck by lightning just after Sister and David got married. It’s funny though, sometimes I wake up in the night and can still feel his cold, bony fingers wrapped around my wrist. Mother’s gone to a home since the stroke messed up her brain. Folks in town say our family sure has had its run of bad luck. They bring casseroles and cakes but never set foot in the door. In fact, they seem to be holding their breath as they stand on the porch, nervously looking in, as if bad luck were a germ you could inhale.

			                   Sometimes I see it like that too. This big old mushroom cloud hanging over our house. And if you followed it down to the source, you’d end up in Reliance. You’d find Teilo there, dancing in the shadows, laughing.

			                   Sister and David coo over Gene. They play patty-cake and sing silly songs that make Gene giggle and blow bubbles.

			                   I’ve tried, but I can’t make myself love him.

			                   No matter how many baths I give him, he smells like the woods. Like Reliance.

			                   It’s the Fairy in him, Sister says.

			                   And the extra fingers, they’re supposed to be a sign of magic, but to me, they’re all wrong.

			                   It breaks me into a million pieces to watch David with Gene. Sometimes I have to turn away because the tears are coming hard and fast.

			                   Last week he caught me watching him, crying.

			                   “What is it?” David asked. He’d just rocked Gene to sleep. Sister was out at the market. It’s worse when she’s away because then I can pretend it’s just me and David and Gene here.

			                   “Sometimes I wish things had turned out differently,” I tell him. “I wish you and I—”

			                   His eyes blazed and he looked away. “You made your choice.”

			                   I laughed. “What choice?”

			                   And then I told him. I told him everything. Even the things Sister had forbidden me to say. I told him about Teilo and the woods, the book we found, and how we each promised our firstborn. I told him that Teilo was watching us all the time, using us, playing us like instruments.

			                   He shook his head. “You’re nuts,” he told me. “You don’t make any sense.”

			                   Maybe he was right. Maybe I am the crazy one.

			                   “I know that’s what my sister tells you, but please, David, please, if you ever cared for me at all, then do me one favor. Try to imagine for one minute what it would mean if I was right. I know you think that my sister is good as gold, but what if she’s not? What if the only reason you’re here is because they want something of you?”

			                   “Who is they?” he asked.

			                   “Teilo. The fairies. They’re using you, David. I’m not sure what for—appearances, probably. Or maybe it’s just to amuse them because they know how it tortures me.”

			                   “Phyllis and I are married. We don’t keep secrets from each other.”

			                   I laughed again. I couldn’t help it. “This house is nothing but a thick, tangled nest of secrets. You’ll see soon enough. ”

			                   He said nothing.

			                   “Do you love her?” I asked.

			                   He winced a little.

			                   I smiled. “You know I’m right, don’t you? I’m guessing you know something’s not right here. Maybe you’ve felt him. Or even seen him watching from the shadows.”

			                   He looked panicked now, making me surer than ever that I was right.

			                   “You have, haven’t you?”

			                   “I should go,” he said, taking a step back.

			                   “And I’m also guessing you don’t love her. Not like you loved me. Remember, Dave? How you were going to take me away from all of this? We were going to California?”

			                   He stepped forward then and took me in his arms. He was trembling. His lips found mine and I knew it was wrong, I knew there would be repercussions, but in the moment, I just didn’t care.

			


			                   Fall, 15 years old

			                   Dear Diary,

			                   I’m being sent away. Banished, Sister calls it. Me and little Gene and David’s little unborn son or daughter are moving to an old farmhouse owned by some elderly distant aunt. She has an apple orchard. I’ll pick apples, learn to run the cider press. When she passes on, the farm will be mine. It’s all arranged.

			                   I’m never to live in Harmony again.

			                   I’m to stay away from David. No contact. Not until I prove I can control myself.

			                   “And what if I refuse?” I asked.

			                   “You can’t,” Sister said.

			                   “I don’t care what he does to me,” I said. “Teilo can’t hurt me any more than he already has.”

			                   Sister shook her head. “You stupid little whore. He’ll go after David.”

			                   So I packed up little Gene’s things, my clothes, a few books, and I got in the car without even saying good-bye.

			

			Phoebe closed the diary. They were passing the Lord’s Prayer rock.

			“Evie’s your sister,” she said.

			Sam nodded. “I know,” Sam said, as if he was finally seeing something that had been in front of his face all along. “I mean, I didn’t know it for a fact, but part of me always kind of felt it. I think Lisa knew, though. It was one of those things that I think everyone knew but no one dared say out loud. Everyone was too busy inventing their own twisted versions of the truth. It was easier to blame every mistake, every bad thing that happened, on the goddamn fairies.”

			Phoebe blew out a breath. “I don’t think we know what we’re up against,” she said.

			“Stories,” Sam said. “Fables. Fairy tales.”

			“But if people believe in them so strongly, doesn’t that give them power? More power maybe than even the truth?”

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 51

			Gene

			MAY 29, FIFTEEN YEARS AGO

			He’s a ghost. Here, but not here. Walking between the worlds. Moving in shadows. A shadow man himself, more phantom than living, breathing being. He’s been in the dark so long, he doesn’t remember the light.

			He’s the Hoochie-Coochie Man. The Hurdy-Gurdy Man. The Bogeyman.

			Boo.

			Mister Slinky slinking around. Peeping Tom. He’s Tom, Dick, and Harry. See Dick run. See Dick find Jane, smile at her. Think unmentionables.

			He doesn’t know movies, just the ones described to him by Evie. No TV where he lives, deep underground. No satellite or cable or movie of the week.

			He knows books, though. The silly, predictable romances with their pink covers and ape-chested men. He knows Frankenstein, “Cinderella,” and “Rumpelstiltskin” where the horrid little man spins straw into gold for the miller’s daughter, who promises him her firstborn.

			That is not my name, he taunts, trying to make her guess.

			Hurdy-Gurdy. Hurdy-Gurdy.

			“You are a prince among men,” his mother used to say. As if that made up for things. As if that would be enough.

			Enough.

			For a long time, loving Lisa was enough. Just the feeling sitting inside his chest banging away like a gorilla in a cage. It was the strongest feeling he’d ever known. This need, this ache to meet her, to be near her. He’d heard stories of her his whole life. Stories from Evie, who crept down to the basement after each trip to the Nazzaros, full of stories of adventures. Things Lisa did. Stories Lisa told. Lisa. Lisa. Lisa. Lisa became the sun the world orbited around.

			Round and round. All around the mulberry bush, the monkey chased the weasel. The monkey thought ’twas all in fun. Pop! goes the weasel.

			They played a game, he and Evie. A game where she pretended to be Lisa. She acted like Lisa, spoke like Lisa, wrapped a towel around her head and said, “Don’t I have the most beautiful hair you’ve ever seen?”

			Yes, Gene nodded. Yes. Yes. Yes. He let himself touch it, his fingers lost in the soft terry cloth.

			And when it would end, when Evie would get called back upstairs for chores or homework or dinner, she’d drop the towel and say, “Oh Gene, I wish you could meet her for real!”

			He wished too. He ached with the wish.

			Evie snuck snapshots to him. Lisa on the beach. Lisa biting into a candy apple at the fair, her lips crimson and sticky. He’d touch her lips in the picture, then taste his own dirty fingertip, teeth buzzing from the sweetness he imagined. Evie gave him a tape of Lisa telling stories. He listened to it over and over, until the tape got fuzzy and her voice filled his brain and stayed there, talking to him in his dreams, keeping him company when he was alone every day for hours.

			The worst was when Evie was at school. His mother would bring him lunch sometimes, when she remembered. Cheap greasy peanut butter on stale bread. Watery soup. She didn’t speak, didn’t look at him, just dropped off the food and latched the door from the outside. She used to talk to him, used to read him stories, but as he got older, she just quit seeing him. It was like he was turning invisible. Like his skin and flesh, even the organs inside him, got so pale they were translucent. Translucent. That was a word Evie taught him. “Like mica,” she told him. “And window glass. Plastic bags you put apples and broccoli in at the store. They’re all translucent.”

			“You’re the smartest person on earth,” he told Evie and she smiled wide, her teeth like a shark’s.

			She snuck down after school, bringing treats: half an apple, new pencils, books from the school library. She was the one who’d taught him to read and write. To do math. He’d learned right along with her after school each day; together they’d struggled over vocabulary lists, science reports, fractions. She brought him newspapers. Books of fairy tales. Books on magic and natural history. Boy Scout manuals.

			“There’s nothing you can’t learn from a book,” she told him.

			He taught himself to sew. He built elaborate mousetraps out of rubber bands, wire, and old coffee cans. Sometimes, at night, when their mother was out cold, Evie would unlock the door and they’d go outside together. They’d take long walks through the woods and old orchards.

			He asked Evie a million questions. What was Lisa’s middle name? Maude. Favorite color? Green. Favorite season? Fall. What did Lisa love best in the world, more than anything? Fairy tales.

			A plan began to form. He would go to the woods behind her house. He would pretend to be someone else—someone brave and powerful and full of magic. And he would give her the most wonderful gift of her life—a magic book. He snuck into his mother’s room one night when she was out cold and found the book hidden under her bed. The Book of Fairies. She’d shown it to him before, told him it was written by his father and that she and Phyllis had found it down in Reliance when they were girls.

			“You can only watch,” Evie warned. “You mustn’t ever let her see you. You mustn’t speak to her or make contact in any way. If Mom and Phyllis find out you’re there and that I helped you, we’re both dead.”

			He nodded. Nod. Nod.

			He knew the rules. He was supposed to stay in the basement. Live underground. No one could see him. He was that special. A walking secret. But when you spend your whole life being a secret, your biggest wish is that you had someone to tell it to.

			Evie took their mother’s keys the night before, let him out of his room, opened the trunk of the car, and hid him there among their bags. She gave him a knapsack with matches, their great-grandfather’s binoculars, peanut butter, a loaf of bread, and an old plain-faced white Halloween mask to put on “just in case.” He snuck in The Book of Fairies and two trinkets he’d found in his mother’s bedside table drawer: an old penny and a medal that said SAINT CHRISTOPHER PROTECT US. He didn’t have much to give, but Lisa would like these. He knew she would. Evie drew a map of the house, yard, and woods, showing where Reliance was, and put it in his shirt pocket.

			“We’ll be in Cape Cod for three days, so you’re on your own then. When I get back, I’ll bring you food as often as I can. God, I can’t believe I let you talk me into this. Promise me you’ll be good, Gene. Promise you’ll stay hidden.”

			“Promise,” he said. And she closed the lid of the trunk gently over him.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 52

			Phoebe

			JUNE 13, PRESENT DAY

			Home.

			This could be a scene from a Norman Rockwell painting: Phyllis in the rocking chair, giving her infant grandson a bottle. But Phoebe knew better. She knew that the grandson was also a grand-nephew and there, lurking in the doorway that led to the kitchen, was the man who lured Lisa away by pretending to be the King of the Fairies. A man Sam’s height with the palest skin Phoebe had ever seen. Black hair and eyes and six fingers on each hand.

			An icy dagger ripped through Phoebe as his eyes met hers across the room.

			Hazel’s hidden child. The supposed son of Teilo, King of the Fairies. Half fairy, half human, Hazel had said. He walks between the worlds.

			Sam hadn’t knocked—had burst in through the front door into the living room, Phoebe and Gabrielle right behind him.

			“Mom?” Sam said. Phyllis looked up, smiled.

			“Hello, Sam,” she said. “We’ve been expecting you.”

			“What the hell is going on?” He was squinting in disbelief at his mother and the baby.

			Phyllis kept rocking, cooed at the baby in her arms. A tiny thing, with dark hair and eyes, who wouldn’t stop fussing. He pushed the bottle out of his mouth with his strong tongue, made an unhappy face. Phoebe had this idea that her maternal instinct should kick in, making her adore the tiny infant. But the truth was, she found him startlingly unappealing—grotesque even. He was so pale, his skin so thin that you could see a network of blue veins pulsing. And his cry sounded more animal than human—the squeal of a starving piglet, a creature who would never be satisfied.

			Phyllis sang:

			Say, say my playmate

			Come out and play with me

			And bring your dollies three

			Climb up my apple tree

			Holler down my rain barrel

			Slide down my cellar door

			And we’ll be jolly friends, forever more!

			Phoebe shivered. The baby opened its mouth and screamed until it was purple-faced and breathless.

			In front of Phyllis, on the well-polished coffee table covered in the runner Phyllis herself had crocheted, was The Book of Fairies. The cover was a deep green color and well worn. Phoebe longed to pick it up and at last see what secrets were shut inside.

			She wondered if it was really the same book Hazel and Phyllis had found in the woods when they were girls.

			Out of the corner of her eye, Phoebe caught a glimpse of a man-shaped form leaning against the mantel, shaking his head. You know better, he seemed to say.

			She blinked and he was gone.

			The room, which had once seemed so warm and inviting to Phoebe, suddenly felt small and airless. The jars of potpourri were sickly sweet, making her feel light-headed and ill. Her eyes went to the photos on the mantel: Sam, Lisa, Mom, and Dad smiling on a beach. The happy family. From another frame, Sam’s great-grandfather, Dr. Eugene O’Toole, glared at them with glimmering dark eyes.

			Phoebe realized how very wrong she’d been about this house, this family. It was far darker, more dangerous than the places she’d grown up in. In the dingy little apartments her mother rented, everything was out in the open. Their lives were dirty and squalid, but they didn’t pretend to be anything else. Here, things seemed so normal, so perfect, but it was all a deception.

			“I think,” said Phyllis, looking at Gabrielle, “that little Maxwell would like to come see you. He isn’t very interested in the bottle. And he’s hungry. Would that be okay, dear?”

			Gabrielle gave a deep nod, more like a bow, and stepped forward to take the squalling baby. Phyllis rose, giving them the rocking chair. Gabrielle lifted her shirt and the baby dove in and started to suck. Gabrielle rocked, hummed to the baby, a contented smile on her face. Little Maxwell’s rigid body relaxed at last.

			“A baby needs a mother,” Phyllis said, shrugging and smiling. “And a mother needs a baby.”

			“But she’s not his mother, right?” Sam asked, watching the nursing infant with dismay. “It’s Lisa’s baby and this isn’t Lisa.”

			“She’s the only mother Max has ever known. If Lisa was here, she’d care for the baby. But she’s not. Now shall I put on some tea so we can visit awhile? I think we have a lot to talk about.”

			“What happened to Lisa, Mom?” Sam asked.

			Phyllis flinched. “There were some . . . complications when she gave birth.”

			Now it was Phoebe who flinched. She hoped no one noticed.

			“My God,” Sam said. “She’s been alive all these years, living in that little room in Hazel’s basement? And you knew? You went and visited her?”

			Phyllis nodded.

			“She was your child!”

			“Yes. But she made her own choices. You remember how she was, Sam. So fiercely determined to walk her own path.”

			“She was twelve, Mom,” Sam said, his voice cracking.

			Phyllis made a clucking sound, shook her head. Too bad, too bad.

			“It was you in the woods, wasn’t it?” Sam said, looking at Gene, studying his strange, pale cousin. Gene didn’t respond, didn’t even look in Sam’s direction. His eyes looked glassy and vacant. Phoebe wondered if he’d even heard Sam.

			“Gene,” Phyllis said, “will you go make us a pot of tea, dear. And get some of those cookies from the tin in the cupboard.” The pale man nodded, then slipped away into the kitchen. He walked slowly, with a limp.

			“You knew where she was. What was happening. You were in on it all along,” Sam said.

			Phyllis leaned forward, speaking in a hushed voice. “There are things you don’t know. Things I tried to shield you from. For your own good, Sam. And for the good of the family.”

			Sam gave a stormy-sounding laugh. “The family? But I’m your family, Mom. Lisa was your family! Why would you protect Gene over us?”

			Phyllis sighed, knitted her fingers together. She looked from Sam to Phoebe as she considered how best to continue. “Your aunt Hazel was pregnant at thirteen, the result of an incestuous relationship with our grandfather.”

			Interesting, Phoebe thought. No mention of Teilo.

			“But I thought she got pregnant when she was sixteen,” Sam said.

			Phyllis nodded, her face tightening, the corners of her mouth turning down. “That was with Evie.”

			“And Dad was Evie’s father, right?” Sam said.

			“Good heavens, no! Did she tell you that? It was an orderly at the nursing home she worked at. She had a schoolgirl crush on David, and I think, in her fantasy world, he became Evie’s father.” Phyllis cleared her throat and continued. “I don’t know how long the abuse with our grandfather went on. But she was pregnant at thirteen and there was no question whose child it was. The decision was made to tell the world that the baby had died in childbirth. But Hazel wanted to keep him. And Grandfather let her. But there were rules. The first rule was that he had to be hidden away. The second, he wasn’t to be told who his father was. So Hazel raised the boy to believe that he was fathered by the King of the Fairies. She told him the same stories we’d heard growing up. About how there was a door to another world in Reliance. How our grandfather was a fairy changeling left behind. I think that Hazel came to believe they were the truth.”

			The six fingers weren’t a sign of fairy blood but a sign of genetic mutation, of inbreeding.

			“But I read Hazel’s diary,” Phoebe said. “You believed in Teilo. You told Hazel he was Gene’s father.”

			Phyllis sighed. “Yes. I played along with the fantasy. It seemed easier for her to deal with than the truth. So I encouraged the delusion. Hazel was always . . . imaginative. She was like Lisa that way.” Phyllis turned and looked at the photo of Lisa and Sam on the mantel, and smiled ruefully.

			“My God,” Sam said. “Gene never stood a chance.”

			“Think of it, Sam,” Phyllis said, looking up at him, eyes wide. “An imaginative boy growing up all alone in that house, raised on a steady diet of fairy tales. The only friend he had was his sister, Evie, who was sworn to secrecy. She brought him gifts. Told him stories about the world, about his family, you and Lisa. He loved Lisa even before he saw her. Evie brought him photos, recordings of Lisa’s stories. Then, when he was sixteen, he convinced Evie to help him stow away in the car so he could see her himself.”

			“He was coming for Lisa,” Sam said. “And Evie knew it.”

			Phyllis nodded. “Apparently, he promised her he wouldn’t make contact. He would just watch. But we all know how that turned out.”

			“Did you know?” Sam asked his mother. “Did you know he was out there?”

			Phyllis shook her head. “Not until it was too late. Evie tried to stop him. She did her best.”

			“That’s why she told Gerald and Becca,” Phoebe said. “I bet she was hoping he’d pick Becca instead. And when that didn’t work, she showed the book to people, trying to put the whole thing out in the open, bring in outsiders to put a stop to it. And that last night, she dressed up like Lisa so he’d take her instead of Lisa.”

			It was heartbreaking, really. Phoebe could see it all too well—poor Evie, alone with this secret. She’d let Gene out, brought him to Lisa. She must have felt responsible, as if her own invisible, lifelong friend had suddenly come to life, making dangerous plans, and she was the only one who could stop him. But she couldn’t, could she?

			“Where’s Evie now?” Phoebe asked.

			“I have no idea,” Phyllis said, but Phoebe wondered if she was lying. What had Phyllis and Hazel done with her? Had Evie played out her part and now become useless—a liability, even? Phoebe remembered Gabrielle saying it was Evie who had let her go. Had she crossed a line? Was there a new grave behind Hazel’s house?

			“So Gene takes Lisa and the way you people chose to deal with it was to have not just one child hidden in the basement but two?” Sam snarled. “This is insane, Mom!”

			Phyllis pursed her lips, took in a breath, and continued. “We suspected Lisa was pregnant, which turned out to be true. If people found out, they would have learned about Gene. So we decided to just hide her for a while. Until the baby was born. I admit it wasn’t the best plan, but we were a little crazy and desperate. Dave had overdosed again and was in a coma. I was a mess. I don’t know how else to explain it. But it seemed like an answer. We’d make it look like she’d run away. Then, after she’d had the baby, we’d bring her back.”

			Phoebe tried to understand how that might have ever seemed like a good plan.

			“But you didn’t bring her back,” Sam said. “You kept her there. For fifteen years, Mom!”

			Phoebe thought of Evie again. This lonely girl now had two secret friends in the basement. Even if she knew it was wrong, she must have enjoyed their company. Fed on the fact that she was their lifeline to the outside world. She was a misfit, no real outside friends. Having control over the secret world in her basement must have given her a huge sense of power.

			It was sadly ironic that she’d chosen agoraphobia as her made-up illness when she’d helped keep Lisa and Gabrielle prisoner, literally unable to leave the house for all those years. And maybe she really was waiting, hoping for a chance to free them. But this thing she was up against, this family legacy all mixed up with fairy legends, was just too big for one girl to take on alone.

			Phyllis pursed her lips. “Lisa lost the first baby. And she was such a wreck. We were waiting for her to get stronger. To want to come home. But I think, I think something broke inside her then. She seemed to forget all about her other life, her life with her family. In her mind, she’d crossed over to the fairy world. And she seemed happy. Hazel convinced me that it was better if we leave her there. She had Gene and Evie. And then Gabrielle came along. She was a runaway Gene met up in Burlington. He brought her home and she and Lisa became fast friends. Gene went on pretending to be the Fairy King. No one ever meant any harm. We were all just making the best of the situation. Taking something black and ugly and giving it sparkle and shine.”

			Sam shook his head, stepped back, away from his mother. “You turned Lisa’s entire life into some twisted game of make-believe!”

			She scowled. “Is that so bad, Sam? Tell me, which would you rather be—the Queen of the Fairies or some poor twelve-year-old girl knocked up by your half-retarded cousin?”

			“Let’s go,” Sam said to Phoebe. “Let’s get out of here and call the police.”

			Phyllis laughed. “And what are you going to tell them, Sammy?”

			“That you kidnapped and killed your own daughter.”

			Phyllis shook her head. “No. My daughter’s right here.” Phyllis leaned down and stroked Gabrielle’s unkempt hair. “She’s come home after all these years with a baby. It’s a miracle.”

			So the game of make-believe was going to continue. Phoebe understood—it hadn’t been just for Lisa’s benefit but for Phyllis’s as well. It was a trick Phyllis had no doubt learned growing up in her own family: when things look grim, rewrite the story. Blur the line between reality and imagination.

			Then Phoebe looked at poor, logical Sam, wondering how on earth he’d managed to be born into such a family. Sam gave her a desperate look. Then a shadow crossed his face and he looked away.

			He’s thinking of our baby.

			It was a funny thing to think that she had resisted the idea of having a child because it would continue her own screwed-up family line, and now here was Sam with the same dilemma.

			Maybe they truly were meant for each other after all.

			Phoebe reached out her hand to his, and to her surprise, he didn’t pull away. He grabbed it and held on tight.

			“They can do DNA tests,” Sam said. “Go see the room in Hazel’s basement. They can dig up the bodies in the orchard—Lisa, Gabrielle’s baby, the other babies Lisa had.”

			“Are you so sure, Sam?” Phyllis asked, her voice mocking. “Are you sure they’ll find anything at all?”

			Sam’s hand went limp in her own.

			Phoebe thought about everything that had happened at the cabin—how when they got back, it was cleaned up, all the evidence gone. How easily they’d turned Sam and Phoebe into the criminals.

			Phoebe looked from Sam to Phyllis.

			“We all just did the best we could,” Phyllis said.

			Sam let his hand slip from Phoebe’s, shook his head, and staggered backward toward the door, like a man who’d been shot making one last-ditch effort at a getaway.

		

	


	
		
			PART VI

			Something That Goes On Forever

			

	


	
		
			From The Book of Fairies

			
			If you have read this book all the way to the end, you know the truth. We are here, walking among you. We are stronger, faster, smarter. We walk with silent footsteps. We can see into your dreams.

			And we lie.

			Always remember that we lie.

		

	


	
		
			CHAPTER 53

			Phoebe

			FEBRUARY 3, PRESENT DAY

			The panic phone was ringing.

			Phoebe hated to call it that, but she smiled because that was the name Franny had given it. The panic phone. The secret cell phone they used only for communicating back and forth with Franny and Jim—their one remaining connection to their old lives.

			“Hello,” Phoebe said, almost out of breath from hurrying to the phone but chirpy, excited that Franny had called. Franny had been calling a lot lately to ask, “Any baby yet?” And tonight, Phoebe would tell her, “Soon, Auntie Franny, soon,” because she’d been having little contractions all day. Practice contractions, her obstetrician said. Phoebe waited for Franny’s oh-so-predictable first question, but it didn’t come.

			“Hello?” she said again. “Franny?”

			“Phoebe? It’s Evie.”

			Impossible.

			Phoebe glanced at the door, praying Sam would walk in, tell her what to do, what to say. He was out picking up some last-minute things for the baby.

			Should she hang up? Hang up, then smash the panic phone, using her regular cell phone to call Franny, to say it was panic time for real?

			Phoebe took in a frightened breath, rubbed her enormous belly. She’d been hanging a mobile in the nursery, above the crib. Stars and moon that moved in a circular pattern and played “Twinkle Twinkle Little Star.”

			“How did you get this number?” Phoebe said. “Where are you? We didn’t know if you were alive or dead.”

			Sam and Phoebe had gone to the police with everything they knew, but it had done little good. Hazel and Phyllis denied the story completely and expressed tremendous worry over Sam and Phoebe’s mental health, even suggesting to the police that they suspected the young couple might be using drugs.

			“Poor Sammy,” Phyllis said. “He never got over the loss of his sister. It’s damaged him so badly that now he’s making up wild stories.”

			There was no sign of Evie. When the police went to the basement apartment near the university, they discovered it hadn’t been rented in months. Becca had quit her job at Price Chopper and left town. And there was not one shred of evidence to prove the existence of Gabrielle, Gene, or the baby. The cinder-block room in Hazel’s basement had been turned into a root cellar. The secret room was full of bookcases and a reading chair.

			“A library,” the cops explained. “Not exactly the bogeyman’s secret hideout.”

			The police had found no graveyard behind Hazel’s house, only a badly neglected patch of tomatoes.

			“I told you so,” Phyllis whispered to them once, as they watched two cops poke halfheartedly at the dirt. She smiled so warmly, lookers-on would have thought she was soothing them with words of love.

			“What now?” Phoebe asked Sam when they were alone.

			“We leave. We get as far away from my fucked-up family as we can.”

			And so, with the help of Franny and Jim, Sam and Phoebe just slipped away. They sold their house and went to Colorado, where Jim had some friends with a farm outside of Boulder. There was an old carriage house they could stay in. Sam worked on the farm for room and board.

			“You’ve got to stay under the radar for a while,” Franny had insisted. “If you really don’t want to be found, you’ve gotta work under the table, don’t get your own apartment or put your name on anything. Ditch all your credit cards. Use only cash. If you have to get a library card or anything, use a different name.”

			A name like Mary Stevens, Phoebe thought, remembering the girl who had come to them with only chalk, a key, and a library card. Now she was just a few steps away from becoming that girl, a girl on the run with little more than the clothes on her back.

			Phoebe could hear Evie breathing on the phone.

			“I’m not dead,” Evie said.

			“So I gathered. Where are you?”

			“Where are you?” Evie asked.

			“What do you want?” Phoebe asked.

			There was a pause. More breathing. Then, at last, Evie spoke. “I’m calling for Lisa. Because of Lisa. Because what happened . . . it was my fault. I couldn’t save her. Couldn’t save her baby. But maybe it’s not too late for you.”

			“What do you mean?” Phoebe asked, irritated as hell, about two seconds away from hanging up on Evie.

			“Your baby’s in danger,” she whispered.

			“What?” Phoebe said.

			“It’s all a lie,” Evie said. “You know that, right?

			“What is?” Phoebe said. The baby moved inside her, turning. She was a gymnast in training, this little one.

			“There is a Dark Man, Phoebe. A real Teilo. Everything they’re doing is for him. Phyllis, Hazel, Gene. They’ve all given themselves over to him. You can’t stop them. My father tried and look what happened to him.”

			“Are you talking about David?”

			“Yes.”

			“Phyllis said he wasn’t your father. And besides, he killed himself.”

			“A hell of a coincidence, though, right? Before we went away to Cape Cod, he told me and my mom that he was tired of the secrets. He was going to put a stop to it—tell the world about Teilo and poor Gene in the basement. He wanted to take me and my mom away from all of it. He said he’d never stopped loving her.”

			“So what? Are you saying someone drugged him? To keep him quiet and stop him from leaving Phyllis?”

			“I don’t know,” Evie said. “But something happened while we were gone. Teilo found a way to stop him. There was this drawing my father had done in his sketchbook—a man without a face. Teilo paid him a visit, all right.” Evie caught her breath before continuing. “And then, that last night before his second overdose, he tried once more to put a stop to all the craziness. I told him I was worried they were going to take Lisa and he tried to call the police. The next morning, when we woke up, he was being taken away in an ambulance.”

			“But there is no Teilo, Evie! It was Gene all along,” Phoebe said. “He was the one in the woods. He got Lisa pregnant. They were just trying to protect Gene. To keep all their dirty little family secrets hidden!”

			“Listen to me. The secrets they’re keeping are way bigger than that. Lisa wasn’t pregnant that summer—not yet. They chose to take her, Phoebe. Gene didn’t pull her out of that hole. My mother and Phyllis did.”

			“But Gene . . .”

			“Gene may have started it, but once Lisa got her period, Phyllis knew she was ready. Ready to be Teilo’s bride. So she used the work Gene had already done to abduct her own daughter.”

			“Evie, for God’s sake. I don’t know if you believe this shit or if you’re still playing their game, or what. There are no fairies, no Teilo—it’s a pack of fucked-up lies!”

			“If you want to save your baby, you’ve got to believe me: Gene is not Teilo! He’s Teilo’s son. But Teilo is so much more. And you know that. Just . . . stop for a minute. Think. You’ve known him all along, haven’t you?”

			Phoebe shivered.

			Somewhere in the back of her mind, a trapdoor under a bed opened and there was a clawlike scrabbling sound as something let itself out.

			“I’ve heard them talking,” Evie said. “They say Teilo chose you to give him Sam’s firstborn.”

			“But that’s impossible. How—”

			“He wouldn’t choose just anyone. You know that, right? You know who you are.”

			“Who I am?” Phoebe stammered.

			“Haven’t you sensed it your whole life? That you’re different from other people. You don’t fit in, no matter how hard you try. You know things you shouldn’t. You see things other people don’t.”

			“I don’t understand what this—”

			“You’re his daughter. Teilo’s flesh and blood. Half human, half fairy. You walk between the worlds.”

			Phoebe leaned against the crib, holding on to it.

			“No,” she said, shaking her head. My father was just some guy my mom met in a bar. A drifter. He picked fruit and tobacco. She thought the words but couldn’t say them. The air felt suddenly thin. The walls were closing in, making Phoebe feel as if she were in a tunnel. And there, at the end, was her Dark Man, waiting for her.

			“We all have our destinies, Phoebe. And you know, you understand, don’t you, that the child you’re carrying belongs to him?”

			Phoebe disconnected the call and flung the phone across the room, just as a strong contraction rolled through her, bringing her to her knees.

			“Breathe, baby! Breathe! You’re doing great. We’re almost there.” Sam stood beside her, flushed and expectant. Behind him, the doctor and nurse worked.

			“Push now,” they said.

			Phoebe heard them through the thick haze of pain and medication, heard them, but wasn’t entirely sure she had any control over her body. But she tried.

			“Good,” they said.

			“Oh my God!” Sam said. “There’s the head!”

			“Push, honey,” the nurse said.

			Once the idea sunk in, Sam had fallen in love with the idea of being a father. Once he understood he’d promised his firstborn to his invisible cousin, not to some terrifying supernatural being, he seemed downright joyous about fatherhood. He threw himself into it with a fury, reading books on parenting, coming home with organic unbleached cotton diapers and onesies.

			He painted the nursery with environmentally friendly nontoxic paint and stenciled Humpty-Dumpty borders.

			Phoebe watched him up on the ladder, hand painting all those fragile, smiling little eggs in short pants sitting on a wall.

			All the king’s horses

			And all the king’s men

			Couldn’t put Humpty together again

			But what if there really was a Teilo?

			What if she really had been chosen—if the very reason she’d even been born is because Teilo planned it, seducing her mother, watching over Phoebe her whole life, waiting to bring her to Sam.

			The idea gnawed at Phoebe. She told Sam about the phone call from Evie when they were on their way to the hospital.

			“She said I was Teilo’s daughter,” she told him.

			“She’s a nut,” he said, putting his hand on her belly. “You know that—she was victimized by my psychotic mother and aunt, and I pity her, I truly do. But in the end, she is just as crazy as they are. All this foolish worrying isn’t good for you or the baby, Phoebe. We’re done with those people. Let’s just focus on us. Us and our baby, who we’re going to be holding in our arms very, very soon.”

			“Doing great, Mom,” the doctor said through his blue surgical mask. “One more big push and you can meet your baby.”

			Phoebe closed her eyes, concentrated on the entire lower half of her body, which she couldn’t really feel but trusted was there. There was the faintest sensation of pressure, and the pain. There was always the pain. Even through the drugs, she felt like this baby was splitting her in half like an overripe seed. She pushed. She pushed with all the strength left in her, making a low, guttural, whalelike cry.

			“Oh my God!” Sam said again, his voice shaking.

			I’ve given birth to something inhuman, Phoebe thought. A lamprey with row after row of teeth.

			The baby squalled. Phoebe opened her eyes.

			“It’s a girl,” the doctor announced. “A beautiful baby girl.”

			Phoebe looked up to see a tiny form, covered in mucus and blood, all arms and legs, the tiniest tuft of wet, matted hair.

			And there, behind her baby girl, the doctor, nurse, and Sam, a figure hovered in the doorway. Just a silhouette—a tall, dark shadow, watching.

			“Who is that?” Phoebe asked.

			“It’s our baby,” Sam said, coming to take her hand, kiss her. “Our daughter.”

			“No,” Phoebe said, “in the doorway.”

			Sam turned. “There’s no one there, babe.”

			“Do you want to cut the cord, Dad?” the doctor asked. And Sam was gone again down to the other end of the bed. When he reappeared, he held their infant daughter in his arms, cleaned up, swaddled in a fuzzy flannel blanket. He leaned down and carefully placed the baby on her chest.

			“I think she’s hungry,” Sam said, as the baby pecked and snuffled at her breast, mouth open, eyes squeezed shut. Sam helped guide her to the nipple. Phoebe stroked her damp hair, breathed her in while she sucked and gulped, latched on determinedly.

			“Willa,” Phoebe said. “She’s definitely a Willa.”

			Phoebe closed her eyes. Smiled. Her daughter. She was here. Healthy. Perfect. Ten fingers and ten toes.

			“I love you,” Sam said. Then he kissed the baby’s hair. “You too, little Willa,” he said.

			The doctor and nurse hovered, then drifted out. Another nurse came in.

			“You rest now,” she said.

			Phoebe let her eyes close, holding the baby to her chest, Sam beside her.

			“I’m just going to take her for a minute,” the nurse said, startling Phoebe from sleep. She’d been dreaming about her mother. Her ma had been sitting on the edge of the bed, cooing at Willa, her clothes inside out and dripping wet.

			“We need to check her bilirubin levels,” the nurse explained. “I’ll be back in a minute.” She smiled cheerfully down at Phoebe, her hair a perfect blond bob.

			“Sam?” Phoebe said, handing the baby over. The nurse smelled faintly of cigarette smoke covered up with perfume. “Where’s Sam?”

			“I’m not sure, sweetie. Probably just went for a cup of a coffee or to get some fresh air.”

			Phoebe nodded.

			“He’ll be right back, I’m sure,” she said, giving Phoebe’s hand a comforting squeeze.

			The young nurse took the baby, said, “Come on, little peanut. I’ll have you back to your mamma in a jiffy.”

			Phoebe sat up, looked out the door after them into the fluorescent-lit hallway. She saw only shadows. Heard muffled voices. Somewhere, something beeped once, twice, three times. A doctor was paged. A cart rolled by, pushed by a man in green scrubs.

			Phoebe rubbed her eyes, leaned over to the rolling table next to the bed, and got herself a drink of water.

			“Mommy,” she said to herself, smiling, still not really believing it. But she was a mother. And she was going to be a damn good one, too, in spite of how she’d been raised. She’d figured out that to be a good parent, all she needed to do was imagine what her own mother would do in any given situation, then do the exact opposite.

			“You think it’s that easy?” Her mother was there again, perched on the edge of the hospital bed. Phoebe blinked. Once. Twice.

			Phoebe could read the labels and see the stitches of the seams of her mother’s clothes. Water dripped off her ma, soaking through the thin hospital blanket and sheet, making Phoebe’s feet damp. She stank of rot and cigarette smoke.

			Her ma smiled at Phoebe, waxy blue lips pulling back mechanically. “You can’t run from the Dark Man, lovie,” she said. “Not once he gets inside you. Not when you’ve got something he wants.”

			Phoebe reached for the call bell on the bed rail but couldn’t find it. She scrambled frantically, and just as she’d given up and was about to start screaming instead, the young nurse returned, carrying the baby, still swaddled. Phoebe glanced down at the foot of the bed. There was no one there. The covers were dry.

			“Everything’s fine,” the nurse said. “She looks perfect.”

			Phoebe nodded, held out her arms, pulled little Willa to her and held her tight.

			But something was wrong.

			This was not her child.

			The hair and eyes were darker, the skin more translucent. And the smell was all wrong—this child was dank and mushroomlike. The baby started to cry. It was a high-pitched, frantic cry, strangled sounding.

			“This isn’t her,” Phoebe said.

			“Excuse me?” said the nurse.

			“This isn’t my baby.”

			“Of course it’s your baby.” The perfect blond hair was slightly askew. A wig. My God. It was someone wearing a wig. And underneath the smile, the makeup, didn’t she recognize this face?

			“Becca?”

			The nurse took a step back. “I’m sorry?”

			“What have you done with my child?”

			“I’ll go and get the doctor,” the nurse said, turning. As she walked, no—practically ran—from the room, the cuff of the left leg of her pants rose up just high enough that Phoebe could see she wasn’t wearing socks. She had on silver running shoes with black laces. And there, on her ankle, was a tattoo. Teilo’s mark.

			Phoebe began to scream.

			“What is it, babe?” Sam asked, hurrying in, two nurses behind him.

			“It’s not Willa. The nurse took her. She switched her.”

			“No one took her,” one of the nurses said. “She’s been in here with you the whole time. Look at her bracelet—it says ‘Baby female Nazzaro. And see the band we’ve got around her ankle? It’s an electronic sensor—if anyone tried to leave the unit with her, an alarm would go off.”

			Sam stroked Phoebe’s arm. “It’s her, Bee. It’s Willa. Maybe you were dreaming.”

			“I was not dreaming,” Phoebe hissed at Sam. “Where were you?”

			“I had to go down to Patient Registration. They needed a copy of our insurance card.”

			How had they known? They must have been watching, waiting.

			“The girl who took her had blond hair, but it was a wig. And silver sneakers. A tattoo on her ankle. I think it was Becca, Sam.”

			“Pinkie?” he said, frowning, a shadow of disbelief crossing his face. “I don’t think so, Bee.”

			The nurse shook her head. “We don’t have anyone working here who looks like that,” she said.

			“She was here!”

			“You have to be buzzed in to get on the floor,” the nurse said. “No one like that was here. I was at the nurse’s station. I would know.”

			The second nurse left the room, returning quickly with the doctor.

			“Please,” Phoebe said. “You have to listen. She’s got to be in the hospital, still. You can stop her. Sam, please! Go look for her. She’s got our baby!”

			Sam shook his head. “She’s right here, Bee. You’ve got her in your arms.”

			Phoebe looked at the squalling, pale-faced child, pushed her away. “This is not my baby!”

			Sam took the baby in his arms, rocked her, which just made her squall louder.

			The doctor left the room and returned with a needle. He shot something into Phoebe’s IV line.

			“Please,” she said. “Just look at her. This is not the baby you delivered.”

			“You need to rest now,” he told her.

			She heard Sam say something in a worried voice about postpartum psychosis. A history of alcoholism and mental illness in the family. “Her mother committed suicide,” he whispered.

			“No,” Phoebe moaned. “Listen—” She fought to keep her eyes open, but it was no use.

			As she closed them, she saw it again, clearer this time.

			There, hovering in the doorway to her room, was the Dark Man. A form made entirely of shadow, he seemed to gather light and swallow it like a black hole. It was something you could get lost inside. Something that went on forever. And there, where his face should be, she was sure she could see the flash of a smile.
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Dedication

In memory of my mother, Dorothy Elizabeth McMahon—my co-conspirator, my teller of tales, my blue-eyed newt.

I know we’ll meet again; you’ll be waiting one day, with a bottle of gin and a smile. We’ll climb into your old Vega, crank the radio as loud as it can go, and ride right on out into the stars.
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Neptune’s Last Victim

THE FIRST THING SHE does when she wakes up is check her hands. She doesn’t know how long she’s been out. Hours? Days? She’s on her back, blindfolded, arms up above her head like a diver, bound to a metal pipe. Her hands are duct taped together at the wrist—but they’re both still there.

Thank you, thank you, thank Jesus, sweet, sweet Mother Mary, both her hands are there. She wiggles her fingers and remembers a song her mother used to sing:


Where is Thumbkin? Where is Thumbkin?

Here I am, Here I am,

How are you today, sir,

Very well, I thank you,

Run away, Run away.



Her ankles are bound together tightly—more duct tape; her feet are full of pins and needles.

She hears Neptune breathing and it sounds almost mechanical, the rasping rhythm of it: in, out, in, out. Chug, chug, puff, puff. I think I can, I think I can.

Neptune takes off the blindfold, and the light hurts her eyes. All she sees is a dark silhouette above her and it’s not Neptune’s face she sees inside it, but all faces: her mother’s, her father’s, Luke the baker from the donut shop, her high school boyfriend who never touched her, but liked to jerk off while she watched. She sees the stained glass face of Jesus, the eyes of the woman with no legs who used to beg for money outside of Denny’s during the breakfast rush. All these faces are spinning like a top on Neptune’s head and she has to close her eyes because if she looks too long, she’ll get dizzy and throw up.

Neptune smiles down at her, teeth bright as a crescent moon.

She tries to turn her head, but her neck aches from their struggle earlier, and she can only move a fraction of an inch before the pain brings her to a screeching halt. They seem to be in some sort of warehouse. Cold cement floor. Curved metal walls laced with electrical conduit. Boxes everywhere. Old machinery. The place smells like a country fair—rotten fruit, grease, burned sugar, hay.

“It didn’t need to be this way,” Neptune says, head shaking, clicking tongue against teeth, scolding.

Neptune walks around her in a circle, whistling. It’s almost a dance, with a little spring in each step, a little skip. Neptune’s shoes are cheap imitation leather, scratched to shit, the tread worn smooth helping them glide across the floor. All at once, Neptune freezes, eyeing her a moment longer, then quits whistling, turns, and walks away. Footsteps echo on the cement floor. The door closes with a heavy wooden thud. A bolt slides closed, a lock is snapped.

Gone. For now.

The tools are all laid out on a tray nearby: clamps, rubber tourniquet, scalpel, small saw, propane torch, metal trowel, rolls of gauze, thick surgical pads, heavy white tape. Neptune’s left these things where she can see them. It’s all part of the game.

Son of a bitch. Son of a bitch. Son of a bitch.

Stop, she tells herself. Don’t panic. Think.

Tomorrow morning, another hand will show up inside a milk carton on the steps of the police station. Only this time, it will be her hand. She looks at the saw, swallows hard, and closes her eyes.

Think, damn it.

She struggles with the tape around her wrists, but it’s no good.

She opens her eyes and they go back to the tools, the bandages, the saw with its row of tiny silver teeth.

She hears a moan to her left. Slowly, like an arthritic old woman, she turns her head so that her left cheek rests on the cool, damp floor.

“You!” she says, surprised but relieved.

The woman is taped to a cast iron pipe on the opposite side of the warehouse. “I can get us out of this,” she promises. The woman lifts her head, opens her swollen eyes.

The woman laughs, her split lip opening up, covering her chin with blood. “We’re both dead, Dufrane,” she says, her voice small and crackling, a fire that can’t get started.


PART ONE


Chapter 1

October 16, 2010

Rockland, Vermont

IMAGINE THAT YOUR HOUSE is on fire. You have exactly one minute to grab what you can. What do you choose?

Tara turned over the little hourglass full of pink sand. Her fingernails were painted cyanosis-blue, chipped in places. Her face was pale, her lips bright red as she smiled, breathed the word, Go.

Reggie tore down the front hall, skidding as she rounded the corner to the narrow oak stairs, galloping up, one hand on the curved snakelike rail, the other on the cool wall of damp stone.

“Your lungs are filling with smoke!” Tara called from down below. “Your eyes are watering.”

Reggie gasped, jerked open the door to her room, her eyes moving over the crammed bookshelves, the desk covered in her sketches, the neatly made bed topped off with the quilt her grandmother had made. She skimmed over all of this and went right for the closet, moving toward it in slow motion, feeling her way through the invisible smoke, stinging eyes clamped shut now. She reached for the sliding door and eased it open, the little metal wheels rattling in their tracks. Reggie stepped forward, fingers finding clothes hung on hangers. She reached up, felt for the shelf.

“Hurry,” Tara whispered, right behind her now, her breath warm and moist on Reggie’s neck. “You’re almost out of time.”

 

REGGIE OPENED HER EYES, took a gulp of fresh, cold, October air. She was at home in Vermont. Not back at Monique’s Wish. And she was thirty-nine—not thirteen.

“Damn,” she said, the word a cloud of white smoke escaping her mouth. She’d left the windows open again.

Wrapping the down comforter around her like a cape, she slid out of bed and went right for the windows, pulling them closed. The trees, vivid with oranges, yellows, and reds just last week, were losing their brightness. The cold and wind of the last three days had brought many of the leaves off the trees. Out across the lake, a V of Canada geese headed south.

“You don’t know what you’re missing,” Reggie told them. Then, in her next breath, she muttered, “Chickenshits.” She squinted down at the lake, imagining it three months from now, frozen solid and snow covered; a flat moonscape of white. It wasn’t all that different from Ricker’s Pond, where her mother had taught her to ice-skate. Reggie could see it so clearly: her mother in her green velvet coat and gold chiffon scarf soaring in graceful circles while Reggie wobbled and fell, the ice popping beneath them. “Are you sure this is safe?” she’d asked her mother, each time the ice made a sound. And her mother had laughed. “Worry girl,” she’d teased, skating right into the middle where the ice was the thinnest and holding her hands out to Reggie. “Come on out here and show me what you’re made of.”

Reggie shrugged off the memory, along with the heavy down comforter. She quickly threw on a pair of jeans and a sweater and headed down to the kitchen, her bare feet cool on the wood floors.

She’d laid out the house so that she’d have a view of the lake from almost any vantage point. As she descended the stairs, she faced the large bank of windows on the south side that looked out over her yard and meadow and down to Arrow Lake. It was a little over half a mile from her house to the water’s edge, but when she came down the stairs, she felt as if she could just step out into the air and float across her living room, through the windows, over the yard and field, and down to the lake. Sometimes she caught herself almost trying it—leaning a little too far forward, putting her foot too far ahead so that she nearly missed the next step down. These were the moments that defined her success as an architect: not the prizes, accolades, or the esteem of her colleagues, but the way coming down her stairs made her believe, just for a second, that she could turn into a bit of dandelion fluff and float down to the lake.

For a building to be successful, it had to be connected to the landscape in a seamless way. It couldn’t just look like it had been dropped there randomly, but like it had grown organically, been shaped by the wind and the rain, cut from the mountains. The rooms should flow not just from one into the other, but also into the world beyond.

4 Walls Magazine had just named Reggie one of the top green architects in the Northeast, and called the Snyder/Wellenstein house she’d designed in Stowe “a breathtaking display of integrating architecture with nature; with the stream running through the living room and the 120-year-old oak growing up through all three floors, Dufrane has created a sustainable dwelling that blurs the lines between indoors and out.”

Blurring the lines. That’s what Reggie was good at—indoors/outdoors; old/new; functional/ornamental—she had a gift for merging unlikely ideas and objects and creating something that was somehow both and neither; something greater than the sum of its parts.

Still foggy headed and desperately in need of caffeine, Reggie cleaned out the little stainless-steel espresso pot, then filled it with water and coffee and set it on the gas stove, turning the knob to start the flame. Her kitchen was a cook’s dream (though honestly, Reggie didn’t do much cooking and subsisted largely on raw vegetables, cheese and crackers, and espresso)—right down to the huge counter-hogging Italian espresso machine that Reggie only used when she was entertaining. She preferred the small stovetop pot she’d owned since college. It was simple to use and quietly elegant—the epitome of good design.

The water came to a boil. The coffee bubbled, filling the kitchen with its rich, earthy scent.

Reggie checked her watch: 7:15. She’d go out to the office, do some brainstorming for the new project, go for a run around the lake, shower, and do some more sketches. She looked back at her watch, catching it change to 7:16.

Imagine that your house is on fire. You have exactly one minute to grab what you can. What do you chose?

Reggie glanced around the house, feeling that old panic rising up inside her. Then she took in a breath and answered her old friend out loud. “Nothing, Tara. I choose nothing.” Her chest loosened. Muscles relaxed. Tara didn’t have that kind of power over her anymore.

Reggie wasn’t thirteen. She understood that objects could be replaced. And she didn’t own all that much. Losing the house would be a crushing blow, but it could be rebuilt. She owned very little furniture. Her closet was only half full. Her sometime boyfriend Len teased her: “It isn’t normal for a successful adult to be able to fit everything they own in the back of a pickup truck.” He’d say it with his hands shoved deep in the pockets of his worn Carhartts, a boyish smirk on his face that brought out the little dimple in his right cheek. Len lived alone in an old rambling farmhouse, every room stuffed full of books and art and furniture that didn’t quite match.

“It’s the gypsy in me,” she’d tell him, leaning in to kiss his cheek.

“Gypsy, hell,” he’d scoff. “You live like a criminal on the run.”

 

TRIPLE ESPRESSO IN HAND, Reggie went back upstairs, slid her feet into her clogs, and opened the door to the bridge that led to her tree house office. She took in a breath of cool, sharp air. She smelled woodsmoke, damp leaves, the apples rotting on the ground in the abandoned orchard on the east side of her property. It was a perfect mid-October day. The fifteen-foot suspension bridge swayed slightly under her, and she walked slowly at first, the yard and driveway below her, Arrow Lake off in the distance. Charlie’s Bridge, she called it, though Charlie didn’t even know it existed. And she’d never told anyone the bridge’s secret name or the story behind it. What would she say? I named it after a boy who once told me building a bridge like this was impossible.

The phone in her office was ringing. She raced across the last couple of yards, the espresso dangerously close to spilling.

She opened the door, which was never locked—the only way in was to cross the bridge from the inside of her house or to scale twenty-five feet up the oak tree the office was built around. The office was twelve feet across and circular, the tree trunk at the center and windows on all sides. Len called it “the control tower.”

She had a computer desk and a wooden drafting table. There was a small bulletin board with notes for her latest project, a reminder to call a client, and the astrology chart Len had done for her pinned to it. She didn’t believe in clutter or in holding on to things that didn’t have significant meaning, so her bookcase held only the books that she referred to again and again, the ones that had influenced her: The Poetics of Space, A Pattern Language, The Timeless Way of Building, Design with Nature, Notes on the Synthesis of Form, as well as a small collection of nature guides. Tucked here and there among the books were Reggie’s other great source of inspiration: bird nests, shells, pinecones, interestingly shaped stones, a round paper wasp nest, milkweed pods, acorns, and beechnuts.

Reggie went for the phone on her desk, stumbling and splashing hot espresso over her hand.

Shit! What was she in such a hurry for? Who did she expect to hear on the other end? Charlie? Not very likely. The last time they’d spoken was when they bumped into each other accidently at the grocery store just before they’d both graduated from separate high schools. Tara, maybe, teasing her, telling her she had sixty seconds to gather everything she cared about?

No. What she really thought was that it was Him again.

She’d been getting the calls for years, first at home, then college, then in every apartment and house she’d ever lived in. He never said a word. But she could hear him breathing, could almost feel the puffs of fetid moisture touch her good ear as he inhaled, then exhaled, each breath mocking her, saying, I know how to find you. And somehow, she knew, she just knew, that it was Neptune. And one of these days, he might actually open his mouth and speak. She let herself imagine it: his voice rushing through the phone like water, washing over her, through her. Maybe he’d tell her the one thing she’d always wanted to know: what he’d done with her mother, why she was the only victim whose body was never found. The others had been displayed so publicly, but all they ever found of  Vera was her right hand.

What was it that made Vera different?

“Hello?” Reggie stammered.

Say something, damn it, she willed. Don’t just breathe this time.

“Regina? It’s Lorraine.”

“Oh. Good morning,” Reggie said through gritted teeth. She set down the small ceramic cup and shook her stinging hand, pissed that she’d burned herself hurrying for Lorraine. Why the hell was her aunt phoning at this hour? Usually she called each Sunday at five. And Reggie often managed to be out. (Or at least pretended to be—lurking in a corner, glass of pinot noir in hand, hiding like a child, as if the red eye on the answering machine could see her as she listened to her aunt’s disembodied voice.)

“I just got a call from a social worker down in Massachusetts.” This was typical of Lorraine—getting right down to business—no useless preamble about the weather or any silly “all’s well here, how are you?” There was a long pause while Reggie waited for her to continue. But she didn’t.

“Let me guess,” Reggie said. “She heard what a disturbed and traumatized family we were and was offering her services?”

Reggie could almost see Lorraine rolling her eyes, looking over the top of her glasses and down her nose, disapproving. Lorraine standing in the kitchen with its faded wallpaper, her hair pulled back in a bun so tight it pulled the wrinkles from her forehead. And she’d be wearing Grandpa Andre’s old fishing vest, of course, stained and reeking of decades of dead trout.

Reggie picked up the cup of espresso again and took a sip.

“No, Regina. It seems they’ve found your mother. Alive.”

Reggie spat out the coffee, dropped the cup onto the floor, watching it fall in slow motion, dark espresso splattering the sustainably harvested floorboards.

It wasn’t possible. Her mother was dead. They all knew it. They’d had a memorial service twenty-five years ago. Reggie could still remember the hordes of reporters outside; the way the preacher smelled of booze; and how Lorraine’s voice shook when she read the Dickinson poem “Because I Could Not Stop for Death.”

At last Reggie whispered, “What?”

“They’re quite sure it’s her,” Lorraine said, voice calm and matter-of-fact. “Apparently she’s been in and out of a homeless shelter there for the past two years.”

“But how can . . . How do they know?”

“She told them. She’s missing her right hand. Finally the police took her fingerprints—they’re a match.”

Reggie’s heart did a slow, cold drop into her stomach. She closed her eyes and saw it so clearly this time: her mother out on Ricker’s Pond, moving across the ice, doing a perfect figure eight. Then she held out her hand to Reggie and they skated together in the middle of the pond, laughing, cheeks red, their breath making little clouds as the ice shifted and groaned beneath them like a living thing.

“There’s something else,” Lorraine said, her voice crisp and businesslike as ever. “Your mother’s in the hospital. She’s had a cough for some time and finally consented to a chest X-ray. They suspected pneumonia or TB. They found a large mass. Cancer. She may not have much time.”

Now Reggie was speechless, trying to digest one insane piece of news after the next. It all felt like a cruel trick. Your mother’s alive. But she’s dying.

She sank down onto the floor, sitting in spilled coffee.

“I want you to drive down to Massachusetts and get her, Regina. I want you to bring her back to Monique’s Wish.”

“Me?”

“I don’t drive much these days. Cataracts.”

“But I—” Reggie stammered.

“I need you to do this,” Lorraine said. Then as if sensing Reggie’s hesitation, she added, “Your mother needs you.”

Reggie pushed her hair back, fingers finding the scars. “Okay,” she said.

Home. She was going back home.


Chapter 2

1976

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

REGGIE’S EARLIEST MEMORY OF her mother began with her mother balancing an egg on its end and ended with Reggie losing her left ear.

She was five years old and her mother had taken her to a bar on Airport Road. Reggie spun herself on a red vinyl stool, pleased to be working her own trick while Vera performed hers for some newcomer who’d promised to buy her a drink if she could pull it off. Reggie pushed herself round and round, banging her legs gently against her mother’s with each pass, carefully avoiding eye contact with the fellow to her left, with whom her mother had made the bet. He was a swarthy man with bulging eyes who wore oil in his hair and a thin leather jacket that didn’t quite button. His nose had a bump, a slight twist to it, as if it had been broken one too many times. The Boxer, Reggie named him, not saying the words out loud, but in her head.

The Boxer called Reggie “Champ” and winked one of his froggy eyes at the girl behind her mother’s back while Vera was busy sprinkling salt on the bar.

The key to the trick was to give the egg something to cling to, to rest in.

 

REGGIE’S MOTHER, VERA DUFRANE, who had perfected the egg trick, bore a striking resemblance to Jayne Mansfield—full busted with a head of thick platinum blond hair spilling over graceful shoulders. She had been homecoming queen and had gone off to New York City after high school in 1969 to pursue a career in acting. To help pay the bills while she got bit parts in off-Broadway plays, she took up modeling. Almost immediately, she became the Aphrodite Cold Cream girl. Her picture was in magazines and department stores across the country. Treat Yourself Like a Goddess, the tagline said. Her sudden fame brought more acting work, including her first leading role since her days as star of the Brighton Falls High Drama Club.

But just when her career was getting off the ground, Vera abruptly returned to Brighton Falls in the early spring of 1971, moving back into her large and strange childhood home, Monique’s Wish, with her sister, Lorraine (six years her senior), and their father, Andre Dufrane. Andre had been diagnosed with ALS while Vera was in New York, and by the time she moved back into the house, he was in a state of steady decline. Her first night home, she made a surprise announcement at the dinner table.

“I’m pregnant. The baby’s due at the end of July.”

Her father and sister only stared, too shocked to speak.

“Could you please pass the rolls?” Vera asked.

“Who’s the father?” Andre demanded, pushing his untouched plate of food away.

“He’s nobody,” Vera said.

Andre gave a shaky nod. “Hell of a way to bring a child into the world. Being Nobody Junior.”

Andre had built Monique’s Wish for his wife, who had always wanted to live in a castle. The house took him ten years to complete, as he did most of the work himself and was not a stonemason or carpenter. Andre repaired shoes. A cobbler during the day, a castle-builder at night. Monique herself died before the house was completed, from complications after giving birth to Vera.

Vera, as a teenager and adult, would often say Monique’s Wish sounded more like the name of a racehorse than a home.

“A real long shot,” she’d say. “Lousy odds.”

Other than being made of stone, the house bore little resemblance to a castle. There was no moat, no turret or battlements. It had a sprawling, confused layout, spread over two stories, and was topped by a gable roof covered with slates. The uninsulated stone walls did a lousy job holding heat, and the house was dark and cold most of the year. Vera shivered through her pregnancy as she’d shivered through much of her childhood.

Lorraine set up a nursery in the back of Monique’s Wish and did her best to prepare Vera for motherhood. She cooked her liver, forced vitamin pills upon her, and threw out countless packs of cigarettes. Lorraine did all this while caring for Andre, who was soon unable to go up and down stairs without help and began spending most of his days in the master bedroom, just across the hall from Vera, where he took to watching soap operas on a small black-and-white TV. Vera sat with him in the afternoons, lighting his cigarettes and jumping up to lock the door when she heard Lorraine coming. Vera would call out, “No admittance to the Infirmary until visiting hours! Come back at five! Don’t forget the dinner trays!” and Lorraine would fume as she smelled the cigarette smoke and heard her father and sister giggling like children behind the carved wooden door.

Reggie would hear about all of this much later, from her mother.

She’d also hear about how Lorraine, in an effort to counteract Andre’s insistence that “the poor bastard child” didn’t stand much of a chance, said Vera’s unborn child would be a lucky baby, to be raised by a mother and auntie, and that this was how elephants in the wild raised their young. Vera, amused, began referring to Reggie’s father as The Elephant. Over the years, this nickname morphed into Tusks, which was the only name Reggie ever had for her father.

Reggie would grow up imagining her father with the body of a man and the head of an elephant, and later when, at age eight, she came upon a picture of the Hindu god Ganesh, she tore it from the book and kept it in a shoe box under her bed that held her other prized possessions: the skull of a bird, an Indian-head penny, two dozen Star Wars trading cards, matchbooks from various bars her mother frequented, and an ad cut from a magazine she found in the attic showing her mother holding a jar of Aphrodite Cold Cream in her perfectly manicured right hand. Vera wore a white dress that revealed bare shoulders, showing off glowing, flawless skin. She smiled slyly, like she was letting you in on a secret.

Sometimes Reggie would take the two pictures out and lay them side by side: Ganesh and the cold cream goddess. An unlikely pair.

 

REGGIE WATCHED HER BEAUTIFUL mother sprinkle salt on the bar like it was the holiest of acts. The bartender brought her an egg from the kitchen, and carefully, with her long, graceful fingers, Vera stood the egg on its end.

“Voilà,” she said.

The Boxer clapped, his thick hands banging together clumsily, rattling Reggie’s eardrums. The knobby-kneed girl spun on her stool, smiling, knowing her mother had performed a miracle. Understanding even then that her mother, the Aphrodite Cold Cream girl, was touched by something greater than herself, something that gave her the power to stand an egg on its end like a tiny, out-of-shape planet, send it carefully into orbit along with the Boxer and Reggie and everything else in the dingy bar down to the heavy glass ashtrays, all of them revolving gently, helplessly, around her.

“Did anyone ever tell you you’re a dead ringer for Marlon Brando?” Vera asked the Boxer.

“No,” he said, laughing, showing stained teeth.

“You look just like him. When he played Terry Malloy in On the Waterfront. Did you see that one?”

“No, honey. Can’t say I did.”

“Brando is a god,” Vera said, lighting a cigarette, watching the smoke drift up.

Behind them, two scruffy men played pool on a table that had one leg shimmed with a phone book. The balls clacked together violently, stripes and solids battling it out. Other than calling each shot, the men were silent, chalking their cues, taking aim.

Vera had another drink, checked her makeup in the mirror of her compact. The Boxer bought Reggie a cheeseburger and said he’d give her a dollar if she could finish it. Reggie lost the bet and ended up with a horrible stomachache. Then they were all three in the Boxer’s car, a big old boat of a thing with cracked leather seats that smelled of menthol and hair oil.

The Boxer’s apartment was close by in a brick building, up four flights of narrow wooden stairs. He had a dog in a back room that barked so loud and hard it rattled the walls. He made drinks in a plastic blender that overheated, making the small kitchen smell like burned rubber. He called them grasshoppers, green from crème de menthe, and gave Reggie her own in a small jelly jar, thinking five was plenty old enough.

“It’s like a milk shake,” the Boxer told her. “Like one of them Shamrock Shakes you get on St. Paddy’s Day.”

He said something else as he passed Reggie the glass, but she couldn’t hear him over the barking dog. The Boxer tipped her another grotesque wink. Reggie smiled even though she noticed the glass she’d been given was dirty, coated with an oily residue, thick, she imagined, with the germs her aunt Lorraine always warned her about. She took a sip and was pleased to discover it was what she’d expected a Shamrock Shake might taste like, green and cool, although she’d never had one—Aunt Lorraine didn’t believe in fast food. The Boxer cuffed Reggie on the head gently, playfully, because they were drinking buddies now. Then he showed Reggie how the kitchen door opened out onto a small cement porch with two sagging lawn chairs, a transistor radio, and a large potted tree that had died long ago. The pot had become an ashtray and dumping ground for bottle caps and cigarette foil. The porch had low cinder block walls that Reggie could just about peek over.

“You play out here,” her mother told her. “You’ll be okay?”

Sometimes she said things that sounded like questions, but Reggie could tell they weren’t meant to be answered with more than a nod.

“You like music?” the Boxer asked, already fiddling with the crackling radio, tuning into the first station he could get. It was lively music, heavy on the horns, sung in Spanish. Reggie didn’t mind.

They left her out there, keeping the door to the kitchen slightly ajar. Reggie sipped her burning peppermint drink, held the crushed ice in her mouth until her milk teeth ached. The radio announcer spoke Spanish, and Reggie imagined the words were fast, brightly colored balls popping through the air. She remembered the clack of pool balls, the egg on the bar, the Boxer’s crooked nose. And soon, she had finished her small green drink named for an insect that Reggie knew was not green at all, but brown.

Her head spun like she’d taken one too many trips around on the barstool, and she was thinking she’d better sit down when her eye was drawn to a shimmering sparkle coming from the corner of the porch.

She saw that there, amid the litter at the base of the dead potted tree, was a small ring with a red stone.

This wasn’t some plastic gumball machine ring; it was the real thing, the cut jewel winking like an eye from a delicate band of gold.

Reggie was reaching for it—imagining her mother’s delight when she slipped her surprise present onto her finger—feeling queasy and lucky all at once, when the dog came at her.

It moved too fast for Reggie to say for sure what kind of dog it was, or that it was even a dog at all. It could have been a bear, a wolverine, the Tasmanian devil. It was all mouth, teeth bared, drool spraying onto Reggie’s face as it knocked her down flat and pinned her there, pressing its full weight into the two huge paws on Reggie’s chest.

The cement was cool. Gritty. Tiny cracks ran through it like fault lines, like there had been a thousand small earthquakes up on this porch, all caused by this dog slamming little girls to the floor. Time stretched and slowed (a Silly Putty moment, she’d call it later) and Reggie was able to pick out the smallest details of her situation. She was resigned to the fact that the dog would kill her but she didn’t know what death might be like, only that it was proceeded by this: this little window of time when things moved in slow motion and her senses were on overdrive, picking up everything, because, no doubt, it was her last chance to experience life on earth, right down to the rough, cracked cement.

Instinctively, she twisted her face away as the teeth came down. It felt as though the dog had torn a hole in the side of her head—there was searing pain and sticky heat along with a wash of hot, rotten-meat breath on her face.

She closed her eyes—surely for just an instant—and prayed to God, which is what she knew you were supposed to do when you were in such dire straits, her aunt Lorraine had taught her this. But in order for God to come through, Lorraine explained, you had to believe, and Reggie, up to this point, hadn’t given God much thought. But she tried nonetheless, picturing a white-bearded man floating off in the clouds. The God she imagined looked an awful lot like the photo of her grandfather that hung in the upstairs hall: a stern-looking man in a flannel shirt and fishing waders.

When Reggie opened her eyes, she found her savior not in the form of a skinny, golden-robed grandfather-like God, but rather of her mother, her hands dug into the thick black fur of the dog’s neck, screaming, BAASSTAARD! Vera was wearing only silk panties and a pointed bra, looking to Reggie like a blond, large-breasted Wonder Woman. The dog turned from Reggie and sunk his yellow teeth into Vera’s pale hand. She let out a guttural cry and punched him in the nose with her left hand. His jaw relaxed from pure surprise, and she yanked her torn right hand free with a terrible wet sound and took hold once more. This time she lifted the dog, this great bear of a thing—seventy pounds of snarling cur—and spun him like they were dancing, then let go. The dog flew out, over the low concrete wall of the porch and finished his life with one last yelp, four stories down.


Chapter 3

October 16, 2010

Rockland, Vermont

“I WAS JUST THINKING about you,” Len said when he answered his cell, his voice low and gravelly. He had this way of making everything he told her sound like a secret.

“Impure thoughts, I’m sure,” she guessed.

“Always,” he teased, his voice dropping lower, radiating warmth that hit her right in the solar plexus and worked its way down.

Behind him, she heard the dull murmur of conversations, the clanking of cups and plates. “Hey, listen, I’m just finishing up breakfast over at Hungry Mind and I thought I might swing by. Maybe entice you into a hike and picnic lunch up on Owl’s Head.”

She let herself imagine it for a second, she and Len in the woods, him shouldering a backpack of chilled chardonnay, Brie, and a baguette. They’d bring their sketchbooks, some watercolors maybe. Find a private place to spread out a picnic blanket.

“I thought we should talk about what happened last Friday night,” Len said, shattering Reggie’s romantic visions.

“Oh?” Reggie found herself saying.

“I’ve sensed a shift in things. Maybe it’s my imagination, but it seems like you’ve been pulling away. We’ve hardly talked at all since then.”

Shit. Reggie didn’t want to go through this right now. Things between them had always had this playful easiness, but now Len was screwing with it.

“No,” she said. “Nothing’s changed. I’ve just been busy as hell with the new project. I’m sorry about the way I acted, Len. And we can talk about it soon. I just can’t do it today. Actually, that’s why I called. To let you know I’m on my way out of town.”

Len was a silent a moment and Reggie heard one of the restaurant patrons laughing. “Business or pleasure?” Len asked at last, his words crisp. She pictured his furrowed brow, wished she could lay her fingers across his forehead and smooth out the wrinkles.

Reggie bit her lip. She ached to tell him the truth, but how would she even begin?

Remember my mother, who was supposed to have been the last victim of a serial killer in 1985? Well, guess what, it turns out she’s alive and I’m on my way to pick her up and bring her home.

“Business. Nothing all that fun. I’m actually on my way to Worcester, Mass. I’m going to look over a site down there as a favor to someone.”

“Poor you,” he said, his voice a low purr again. “When will you be back?”

“I’m not sure. A couple days maybe. Depends how things go. I’ll call you when I’m back home.”

“We’ll have that picnic then,” he said. “And talk things over.”

“Absolutely.”

She hung up, feeling like shit for lying, but knowing she wasn’t ready to tell him about her aunt’s phone call yet. She promised herself she’d call Len and tell him the truth as soon as she had a better sense of the situation. Once she’d assessed things and come up with a plan, she’d tell Len everything.

 

IT DIDN’T TAKE HER long to pack. She was used to traveling and had perfected her packing so that she could live out of a small carry-on and messenger bag for up to two weeks. The rules for her travel wardrobe were that the items all went together and could be easily washed out in a hotel sink.

Crossing the bridge to her office, she tucked her MacBook Pro into her leather messenger bag, then added her sketchbook and pens, glasses and index cards. While she packed, her eye fell on the astrology chart tacked to her bulletin board. Len had presented her with it a couple months ago.

“Think of it as a map of the sky at the exact time and place you were born,” Len had explained. “This center line represents the horizon.”

Reggie had nodded and studied the chart, a computer printout Len had generated with some astrology program—three rings that reminded her of a drawing of Earth’s core, mantle, and crust. The outermost ring had the symbols of the twelve signs of the zodiac; the middle ring was divided into twelve pieces of pie, which Len explained were the houses. Reggie liked that, of course. And scattered in the houses were indecipherable hieroglyphics and numbers. “The planets,” Len had explained, “and their position within each sign.”

“The signs that your planets are in are your inner reality, but the houses are the filters through which you broadcast that reality to the outside world,” Len told her.

“Right,” Reggie had said, feeling more skeptical by the second. She’d decided to go back to trying to look at it as a map.

The circle in the center of the chart was full of colored lines that made Spirograph-like designs.

“What are those?” she’d asked, pointing.

“Your aspects. They show how the planets in your chart relate to each other. See here.” He’d pointed to a line at the top. “You have sun square moon. The sun represents your intellectual self and the moon is your emotional self, and the square is a dynamic, tense aspect. Basically these two parts of your self are in constant conflict with each another. It’s no wonder you’re so uncomfortable with feelings.”

She’d rolled her eyes.

“And here.” Len had pointed to a funny little glyph with an arrow, just above the horizon line. “You have Sagittarius rising. That’s what makes you so frank—you don’t bullshit people, you tell it the way it is, even if it isn’t what they want to hear.”

Though she couldn’t possibly believe that the position of the planets at the time you were born could have an effect on the way your life turned out, she had to admit the design of the chart—the concentric circles, the crisscrossing lines, the inscrutable symbols—was compelling. Then her eye had caught on a little blue trident just over the horizon line, next to the Sagittarius symbol.

“What’s this?” she’d asked, trying to sound casual while pointing with a shaking finger.

“Hmm? Oh, that’s Neptune. You have Neptune in the twelfth house,” Len had said. Suddenly, her heart was banging in her chest and her mouth was dry. “It’s what makes you so intuitive. You’re in touch with the forces of your unconscious. Neptune in the twelfth is a classic placement for great artists. And tormented souls.”

Standing alone in her office now, Reggie reached out to touch the little blue trident, covering it with her pointer finger. Then she turned back to her open bag and threw in her cell phone and charger, looked around the office, and grabbed the rough sketches she’d done for her latest project: a small, portable home she called the Nautilus. It represented the ultimate freedom: the ability to have a home that went wherever your life took you.

“There’s one thing I’m having trouble visualizing,” Len had told her when he first saw the rounded, shell-shaped sketches. “How are you going to put wheels on it? I mean, does it need to be mobile? This design looks like it would work better being stationary in one place.”

“Because life is about movement,” she’d said.

“Movement?”

“Our ancestors,” Reggie said, “were hunter-gatherers. They moved where the food was. They went away from bad weather and danger. They roamed. That ancient instinct is still alive somewhere deep inside us.”

“But doesn’t a house represent the ultimate stability?” he’d asked. “Isn’t part of our instinct also to hunker down in one place? Put down roots?”

“We’re not trees,” Reggie said dismissively, covering his mouth with her own, kissing him a bit too roughly. His stubble scratched her face. His mouth tasted sour.

Damn it. She needed to focus. To get her bags packed, get on the road to Worcester, and stop letting Len creep into her thoughts again and again.

All packed up, she started to leave the office, then turned back and opened up the top drawer of her desk. Reaching back in the far right corner of the drawer, her fingers found the old silver chain and pulled it out. There, dangling on the end, was Tara’s hourglass. Reggie turned it over, watching the pink sand run out.

You have one minute . . .

Then, she undid the clasp and put the necklace on, hiding it under her shirt, where it rested cool against her chest.

 

PUNCHING THE HOSPITAL ADDRESS into her GPS, Reggie navigated the dirt roads, passing snowmobile trails and hunting camps, then hit blacktop. Turning left on Route 6, she went by the Rockland town hall, Christ the Redeemer Church, and then the Hungry Mind Cafe—the lot was full of cars there for the breakfast rush. She saw Len’s old pickup and thought of stopping, but didn’t want to get tied up for too long. She thought again of telling him the real reason for her trip to Worcester, pictured his intense face full of worry, and imagined he’d probably insist on going with her. But this was something she needed to do on her own.

She’d told almost no one about her mother and Neptune. Not friends, colleagues, or casual acquaintances. Len was the only one who knew. Len and everyone back in Brighton Falls. Which was a big part of the reason why she’d never gone home.

She regretted ever telling Len. He drove her crazy with his pop psychology analysis of the whole thing.

“You’re Neptune’s victim, too, you know,” he’d said when they were in bed together last Friday night. They’d opened a couple of his bottles of homemade dandelion wine and both had had a little too much. He was drawing slow circles around her belly with his fingertips.

“How’s that?” Reggie had asked. She’d known a second bottle of wine was a bad idea. Len always got very philosophical and emotional when he was drunk.

“Look at your life, Reg. You have everything, but in some ways, it’s so barren.” He was slurring his words a little.

“Barren?” she said. She sat up, forcing his hand away from her stomach.

“You put up all these walls around yourself. You don’t talk to people.”

“I talk to plenty of people,” Reggie blurted out, pulling the covers up over her naked chest. “I go around the world talking to people.”

“I mean really talk, Reg. Have you ever let yourself get truly close to anyone? Had a relationship that felt solid and long-term? I mean, look at us. As soon as it feels like we’re moving to the next level, you get all freaked out and start pushing me away.”

Now her hackles were definitely raised. “You’re not exactly Mr. Commitment, either. As I recall, you were the one who wanted the no-strings-attached relationship. And I’ve gotta say, you seem pretty content to come and go as you please like a tomcat.”

It was a relationship that suited them both. They’d met four years ago at a gallery that was showing several of Len’s paintings. He painted abstract geometric shapes and lines that brought to mind stained-glass windows. Reggie was drawn to the cleanness and balance in his work. And she found his disheveled artist look downright sexy. She bought two of his paintings and asked him out.

He made it clear that he wasn’t looking for a relationship. He’d gone through a messy divorce a couple of years before and said he just wasn’t ready to get involved.

“Who said anything about getting involved?” Reggie had asked. “I’m talking about a cup of coffee, a glass of wine maybe.”

“Nothing more?” Len had asked, eyebrows raised.

“If you want to know if I’m going to show up at your place with a U-Haul after the third date, the answer is no. I’m quite content on my own. But sometimes it’s nice to have a little company. A coconspirator to pass the cold nights with.”

He’d smiled. “No strings attached?”

“If it’s no strings attached you want, I’m your gal,” she promised.

They’d had an on-again, off-again relationship ever since, joining each other for movies, parties, even weekends away. They enjoyed each other’s company, but after more than two days together, Reggie would begin to feel slightly panicky and claustrophobic. The closer she got to Len, the more she felt this happening, and she’d find herself doing little things to piss him off and push him away. Len was right. It just wasn’t in her nature to let herself get too close to people. It was a safety mechanism she’d developed years ago, one she felt totally comfortable with. And now here was Len making her question the wisdom of her ways.

“I am happy,” Len said. “I have a life that suits me. But the difference between you and me, Reg, the real difference, is that I’m not afraid to let people inside. I’m not afraid to love someone.”

“So now I’m incapable of love?”

“I didn’t say that. I said you were afraid.”

“That’s a big assumption. What on earth gives you that idea?”

“You think everyone’s going to leave you. That we live in this world where at any second, someone you love could get snatched away.”

“Bullshit,” Reggie said, pissed off because she knew that on some level Len, drunk as he was, was right.

“I’m just saying I think it’s sad, that’s all. That because of one psychotic prick, you’re going to spend your whole life being afraid to get close to anybody.”

“That’s not fair and you know it,” Reggie hissed.

“Don’t you ever wonder where all this is going?” he asked.

“All what?”

“This,” he said, gesturing over the bed at the two of them with great flaps of his arms. “You and me. Christ, I’m forty-five, Reggie. Are we going to be doing this twenty years from now, slipping into and out of each other’s beds, no strings, no commitments?”

Reggie squinted at him. “What is it you’re saying?”

“That maybe it’s time we had something more. Something beyond being fuck-buddies.”

Reggie cringed a little at Len’s definition of their relationship. “Like what?”

“I was thinking we could move in together.”

Reggie gave a great caw of laughter. It was, quite possibly, the most absurd thing he’d ever said to her, and it had caught her completely off guard.

Len looked crushed.

“You’re not serious?” Reggie said. “What, you want to have me bring you your slippers and pipe each evening, then pull a casserole out of the oven?” She thought of her house, her perfect little house, being slowly filled with pieces of Len: dirty shoes, crumpled sketches, roaches from the joints he was constantly smoking.

Len shook his head, reached for the nearly empty bottle of wine, and took a swig.

“I should have known that’s how you’d react,” Len said, leaning back against his pillow, closing his eyes. “It’s all there in your chart—your fear of commitment, your success, nightmares, intuition. Your need to control every situation, to be in charge.” His voice trailed off. “All the things that make you who you are. The things that make you . . .” He was nearly asleep now, his voice soft and breathy. “So damned impossible.”

Reggie shut her eyes tight, seeing that little blue trident, tucked down in her twelfth house. She rolled over so that she was facedown against the pillow as she listened to Len snoring softly beside her. And she was sure she could feel it then: that little piece of Neptune inside her like a fishhook, jabbing away, reminding her she wasn’t fit to live with anyone.

 

REGGIE PASSED YE OLDE Antiques Barn, the Maple Leaf Inn and Hotel, and the Hare on the Moon glassblowing studio. Twenty minutes later, Reggie was signaling to turn onto the entrance ramp for 89 South, the road toward Boston. As much as she traveled, the truth was, she always hated leaving Vermont. As soon as she crossed the state line, the skin on the back of her neck prickled. The billboards, four-lane highways, and skyscrapers gave her a temporary case of attention deficit disorder, left her unable to make decisions, focus or concentrate. She hated the sameness of chain restaurants and big box stores, the “planned communities” of oversize, identically ugly houses that popped up overnight like horrid clumps of mushrooms.

She cranked up the radio, listening to solemn voices talking about the global economy. All wrong for a road trip. She flipped through stations until she hit the Kingsmen doing “Louie Louie.”


Fine little girl waits for me

Catch a ship across the sea



She was back in her mother’s Vega, the music pumping from the crackling speakers, her mother keeping time with her fingers on the steering wheel, mouthing the words of the song, her lipstick perfect. The windows were down, the wind blew through their hair, making them feel like they were flying.

“Where are we going, Mama?”

Her mother smiled a secret, conspiratorial smile. “Wherever the wind carries us, lovie.”

When they were alone together, it was the two of them against the world. Life was one big adventure and anything was possible. They could end up at the greyhound track, where Vera let Reggie put money on the dog of her choice, go to Bushnell Park in Hartford to ride the carousel, or drive to the ocean just for fried clams.

“The world is our oyster,”  Vera would say, wiping tartar sauce from her chin. “Or at least our clam roll!”

The Vega was gone now, turned to scrap metal and rust.

Reggie wondered if she and her mother would even recognize each other.

She tried to picture the stump where her mother’s right hand had been—the hand that had once tapped out the rhythm of every song on the radio; the hand that held hers ice-skating on Ricker’s Pond.

Reggie pushed her hair back, fingers finding the small crescent moon of scars behind her prosthetic ear.

Maybe, she thought, feeling her own scar tissue, they’d know each other by what was missing.


Chapter 4

May 26, 1985

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

“THE EAR’S A KEEPER,” Charlie said when he first saw it. “Now maybe you can do something about this mop!” Charlie tousled Reggie’s long tangles, sending sparks through her scalp, down her spine, turning her into a glowing, live-wire girl.

They were up in the tree house in Reggie’s yard, looking over the plans Reggie had drawn for its renovations. The sun was coming through the tarp over the unfinished roof, casting an eerie blue glow.

“You should totally get your hair cut, Reg,” Tara said. She was on her back on top of a sleeping bag, and rolled over, reaching into her ratty drawstring bag for the pack of cigarettes she’d swiped from her mom. “Go see Dawn over at Hair Express. She does my hair.” Tara’s hair was long at the back and short and spiky in front; dyed black with blond tips. There were four earrings in her left ear and two in her right. She wore dark eyeliner, but no other makeup. With her pale, gaunt face and raccoon eyes, she looked a little like the undead, which is why everyone in the eighth grade called her a vampire.

“You got that right,” she’d say to the popular girls in their acid wash jeans and cheerful blue and pink eye makeup. “Mess with me and I’ll come flying into your window at night and drain you dry.” Kids pretty much stayed away from Tara, just like they stayed away from Reggie—the weird one-eared kid without a dad who lived in the creepy stone house. Charlie, a nervous, spindly boy who everyone said was gay, was an outsider, too. Reggie had known him her whole life—they lived two streets away, had gone to nursery school together—and she knew Charlie liked girls. All anyone had to do was notice the way he looked Tara—his brown eyes strangely glassy and full of longing.

Tara lit a cigarette, blew the smoke out through her nose, then fiddled with her lighter. She was one of those people who always had to have something in their hands. When she wasn’t smoking, shuffling cards, or scribbling out lines of poetry, she’d play with the tiny hourglass pendant around her neck, watching the pink sand fall through, then flipping it to watch again.

Tara was wearing a tight black V-neck shirt with long sleeves that had tears in them held together with safety pins. She ripped up most of her clothes, then put them back together with rough stitches, safety pins, even staples. She was pretending not to notice Charlie practically drooling as he stared at her chest. She wore a B cup already, while Reggie was so flat she was still in a training bra, when she even bothered with a bra at all. Reggie cast a self-conscious look down at her own baggy gray T-shirt Lorraine had picked up on sale somewhere.

“Can I have a drag?” Charlie asked, which was stupid, because he didn’t smoke at all. He didn’t believe in it. Even a month ago, he was hassling Tara, showing her pictures of blackened smokers’ lungs. His mom had been a heavy smoker and had died of cancer when Charlie was ten. Reggie could remember going to his house back when his mom was alive and coming out smelling like an ashtray. His mom was real nice, though. She’d taught Reggie how to do cat’s cradle and how to make a multicolored Jell-O parfait. The woman was a miracle worker with Jell-O. Once, for Presidents’ Day, she brought a Jell-O mold in the shape of Mount Rushmore for their second-grade class. It had been three years since she had died, and Reggie missed Mrs. Berr like crazy. And if she missed her like that, she couldn’t imagine how Charlie must feel.

Tara pushed the pack toward him. “You can have your very own.”

Tara had never met Charlie’s mom. She moved to Brighton Falls last year after her parents got divorced. Her dad stayed behind in Idaho with his new girlfriend, who Tara said was half her mom’s age. The girlfriend was pregnant, which meant Tara would have a little half brother or sister, but she didn’t seem all that thrilled about it.

“It’s not like I’ll ever even see the kid,” Tara had said. “I mean, why would I? My dad, he totally sees this whole thing as his second chance to get the perfect wife and kid. It’s not like he’s gonna want me hanging around to remind him of how crappy his life used to be.” She said it like she didn’t care, but afterward, Reggie watched the way she picked at the skin around her fingernails until it bled.

Tara and her mom rented a tiny two-bedroom unit at the Grist Mill Apartments, which was where people on disability and welfare lived. It was a big ugly two-story building in an L-shape with a courtyard full of broken glass and cigarette butts, where two old men were always perched on the bench like a pair of gargoyles. Tara swore one of them had once shown her his penis. Lorraine didn’t like Reggie going over to the Grist Mill Apartments, so on the rare occasions she went, she lied to her aunt about it.

The first few days of school, Tara sat alone in a corner at lunch. It was Charlie’s idea to invite her over to their table.

“She looks like a freak,” Reggie had complained.

“Oh, and we’re not?” Charlie had said, getting up to go talk to Tara without waiting for Reggie’s consent.

Tara’s mom had grown up in Brighton Falls and still had family around. That’s what Tara said anyway, but Reggie never saw any aunts, uncles, or cousins or even heard about them. When she pressed Tara for more, Tara changed the subject. Her mom worked as a waitress over at the Denny’s on Airport Road. When she wasn’t working, she was in her bedroom sleeping or watching TV while she sipped coffee laced with brandy. Sometimes Reggie, Charlie, and Tara would ride their bikes out to Denny’s, and Tara’s mom would give them free desserts. Her eyes were always puffy with dark circles underneath and her skin smelled boozy-sweet, like she had brandy seeping from her pores.

Tara didn’t talk about her dad much and it didn’t sound like he ever called her or sent letters or anything. Reggie had heard Tara’s mom lashing into her when Tara had asked for new shoes. “Jesus, Tara. Why don’t you call up your two-timing father and ask him to pay up all the freaking child support he owes? Maybe then we could afford your fancy new shoes. I’m sure that little baby he’s having already has a hundred pairs.”

Tara ended up shoplifting the shoes she wanted anyway. Her mom was always either working or sleeping, and didn’t seem to notice the many mysterious additions to Tara’s wardrobe. She could come back from the mall in an outfit with the price tags still attached, and her mother wouldn’t bat an eye, just rush out the door, stuffing her apron in her bag and uttering some vague warnings about not staying up too late. Sometimes it seemed like a game Tara played, like she was daring her mom to notice, like she actually wanted to get caught.

Charlie pulled out a cigarette, lit it, and began to smoke without inhaling. He’d take a little puff, then let it right out. His eyes got red and his nose started to run. He was wearing the Rolling Stones T-shirt his dad hated—the one with the Sticky Fingers album cover showing a close-up of a guy’s crotch. His dad said the shirt was obscene and made him look like a queer. He’d thrown it in the trash, but Charlie had fished it out and kept it hidden, always careful to layer another shirt on top of it when he left the house.

Charlie’s dad, Stu Berr, was a burly cop who showed his disappointment in Charlie by constantly trying to remold him into his vision of the ideal son. He bought him a weight bench, dragged him to football games, stopped paying for Charlie’s guitar lessons, and made him get a military-style buzz cut, which made the shape of Charlie’s head look strangely crooked.

Tara sat up, eyes glistening excitedly as she looked at Charlie. “The cigarette you’re smoking was poisoned with a deadly nerve agent. You have one minute to live.” She pulled out the small hourglass pendant, flipped it over, and watched the pink sand running through. “Only one thing will save you.”

“What?” Charlie asked nervously. Tara could go anywhere with this.

“You have to kiss Reggie. She’s got the antidote on her lips.”

Reggie shot Tara a panicked look—did Tara know how Reggie felt about Charlie?

Charlie looked at his cigarette, considering. He licked his lips, probably trying to imagine the taste of poison.

Reggie held her breath, wishing for the kiss, but also praying he wouldn’t do it. If he kissed her, then maybe he’d be able to tell how Reggie felt. Like all her secrets would travel by osmosis through her lips and into his. Did kisses work like that? Reggie didn’t know. She’d never kissed anyone but her mother and aunt.

“Time’s running out,” said Tara as the sand slipped through. “Do you live or die?”

Charlie gave a soft, defeated sigh, and leaned over and kissed Reggie. His lips were warm and tasted like smoke, but only stayed on hers for a second. It was the kind of kiss a big brother might give because his mother made him, but still, it made Reggie’s stomach do a flip. Her heart was pounding so hard she was sure the others could hear it. She felt her one true ear redden as the knowledge sunk in, deeper than it ever had before: she was in love with Charlie Berr, stupid haircut and all.

Tara smiled, letting go of the hourglass. Then she squinted up at the tarp ceiling. “So are we gonna get a real roof on this place or what?” she asked. “ ’Cause the blue light in here makes us all look like Smurfs. Très sexy.”

Reggie laughed a little too hard and loud, pleased to be moving away from the subject of the kiss. “The roof is next, definitely. Then I think we tackle the bridge.”

The tree house was a relic from Reggie’s childhood, built for her when she was seven by her uncle George. Turning it into a proper hangout had been Tara’s idea, and Reggie immediately went to work drawing up plans for a roof, walls with windows, and a door that opened to a suspension bridge that would cross the yard and lead right to the little balcony outside Reggie’s bedroom.

Reggie had scoured the library for books on design and building, taking notes on the distance between studs, the proper span of roof rafters, how to do a window header. She’d never thought about how buildings worked before, but she soon found herself hooked—here was something that took her love for drawing to a whole new level. She felt herself instinctively drawn to the neatness of plans and blueprints; the idea that you could put a design down on paper, then bring it to three-dimensional life with lumber and nails. It felt almost magical.

So far they’d framed the walls of the tree house and sheathed them with plywood. The simple shed roof was framed, and there was plywood over half of it, the other half draped with a blue tarp. They’d brought some sleeping bags up as well as a deck of cards, and an old fruit crate they used as a table. There was a stack of board games in the corner—Monopoly, Clue, Life, and an old Ouija board that had belonged to Vera. Empty Coke cans were scattered around as well as a hammer, saw, and boxes of nails.

Charlie had stashed his beat-up old acoustic guitar up there. When they hung out at night, they used votive candles stuck in glass jars and Charlie would play soft, bluesy tunes that Reggie would get lost inside; the notes carried her to a far-off place in some imaginary future where Charlie was famous and onstage, telling a crowded theater, “This song is for Reggie.”

Reggie looked at the guitar now, purposely keeping her eyes off Charlie. She fiddled with her new ear.

Tara said, “Let me see,” reaching out for Reggie’s ear, keeping her cigarette in the corner of her mouth. “Does it come off?” Tara asked, tugging gently. When Reggie nodded, Tara pulled harder until the ear came off in her hand.

“Cool!” she exclaimed, squinting through a cloud of cigarette smoke. “Just like Mr. Potato Head!”

 

A FEW MONTHS AFTER the dog attack (which in Reggie’s family was thereafter referred to only as The Unfortunate Incident) her aunt Lorraine had taken her to a doctor in New Haven, who, after studying Reggie’s remaining ear, fashioned her a prosthetic ear to match. Only it didn’t. Not quite. The color was off a bit and the glue that held it in place itched terribly, so the ear stayed in Reggie’s top drawer, hidden beneath her underwear. Her mother and aunt gave up after a while and only made her wear it on special occasions.

“Your ear!” they would cry as they were headed out the door, late for Christmas Mass or school picture day. And Reggie would run up, rummage through the drawer, and attach the ear only to remove it covertly in the car and place the lump of rubber in the pocket of her good coat, where she would feel for it from time to time, touching it the way another kid might stroke a rabbit’s foot.

Her mother had also been disabled by the dog, which, ever after, Vera referred to as Cerberus. The dog’s teeth had gone clean through the fleshy part of her mother’s right hand between thumb and forefinger, damaging a tendon and nerve that the doctors were not able to completely repair. The result of this, in addition to the thick, semicircular scarring ruining her once perfect hand, was that Vera would never be able to bend her pointer finger. She would go through life self-consciously hiding her damaged hand, holding it on her lap or down at her side, all the fingers curled but one, which left her perpetually pointing. When she was out in public, she took to wearing long white gloves—the leather supple, soft as butter, the pointer and index fingers of the left hand stained yellow from the Winstons she chain-smoked.

In Reggie’s mind, the dog truly became the three-headed beast with a serpent’s tail, who, her mother explained, was the guardian of the underworld.

When she went over the attack in the months and years to come, Reggie would picture her mother in her sparkling white underclothes twirling a gigantic black three-headed dog through the air, the word Bastard ringing in her one good ear.

It was years before Reggie learned the true meaning of the word bastard, and that the dog was not the only bastard on the deck that afternoon. Reggie was a kid without a father, the very definition of bastard, which was pointed out to her rather cruelly back in the fourth grade by a gang of fifth-grade girls, led by Dusty Trono.

“Say it,” Dusty said as she held Reggie pinned underneath her in the sandbox while Dusty’s friends looked on, giggling. Dusty grabbed a hunk of Reggie’s hair and pulled and twisted.

“I’m a bastard,” Reggie had whimpered, tears streaming down her face, sand sticking to it.

“Now eat sand, bastard,” Dusty said, twisting Reggie’s head so that her face was pressed into the sand.

 

REGGIE’S AUNT AND MOTHER had convinced her to get the new ear before starting high school in the fall, saying it would be a fresh start. Her new improved ear was made of latex and snapped into two titanium screws the surgeon had implanted in her temporal bone. The ear was purely aesthetic: the dog bite had done a great deal of damage and the subsequent scarring left her almost totally deaf in her left ear. The surgeon had suggested that Reggie have an ear reconstructed from cartilage taken from her rib cage, covered with a flap and skin graft. He showed her a photo of a patient who’d had this procedure done, and the ear looked like an actual ear.

“The benefit,” the surgeon explained, “is that we create an ear using cartilage and skin from your own body. It will look and feel like the real thing. It would require two surgeries, six months apart.”

Unnerved and a bit sickened even hearing about the procedure, Reggie felt content, for the time being, to stick with the removable latex ear. It was at least far superior to the older, off-color rubber ear of her early childhood. Now she’d look almost like a normal girl.

 

REGGIE WATCHED AS TARA turned the new ear over in her hand. “It’s kind of freaky how real it looks,” she said. “Shit, it even feels real.” She touched the ear to her cheek and closed her eyes. Reggie squirmed a little at the strangely intimate gesture.

Charlie stubbed out his half-finished cigarette. “They make sex toys out of latex, and some of them look pretty real,” he said.

Tara laughed. “And you’re an expert on sex toys?”

Charlie’s cheeks turned pink. “I’m just saying.” He reached for his guitar and strummed a few chords. His fingers were long and nimble, the nails cut short and square. He always looked more comfortable with a guitar in his hands. It was the only time he ever looked totally relaxed, his shoulders slumping a little, his body curving around the instrument, melting into it almost. Sometimes Reggie would come up to the tree house on her own and hold his guitar. She’d lay down with it on the sleeping bag, arms wrapped around the hollow body, fingers caressing the steel strings but never daring to strum them.

Tara handed the ear back to Reggie, who snapped it in place.

“So I think we’ve got supplies for the roof in the garage,” Reggie said. “There’s a couple sheets of plywood left and a box of shingles. We’ll need cable for the bridge and some really heavy-duty eyebolts. Some kind of clamps to make loops with the cable ends.”

Charlie leaned over his guitar, looked down at Reggie’s drawing of the tree house, and scowled. “I still don’t think it’ll work,” he said, pointing to the suspension bridge she’d drawn leading from the tree house to the little balcony outside her bedroom window.

“Sure it will,” Reggie said. “We just need eyebolts and some metal cable. We attach the wooden slats to the bottom two cables. The top two are our handrails.”

“There’s no way,” Charlie said, shaking his head, pushing the drawing away.

“People build suspension bridges all the time,” Reggie told him.

“Maybe so,” said Charlie. “But for us to do it, to build a bridge all that way, it’s impossible.”

“It’s only fifteen feet. And if we —”

“It’s impossible,” he said dismissively, turning back to watch his fingers dance up the fret board, bending strings, making the guitar sing.

 

“WHAT DO YOU DO if you like someone and they don’t like you back?” Reggie asked her mom. They were in the waiting area at Hair Express. Vera was flipping through the latest issue of Variety that she’d pulled from her bag. She carried a large leather purse that was more like a tote bag, and kept it crammed full. To get to her keys or lipstick, she had to pull out handfuls of receipts, notes scribbled on little memo pads, matchbooks, dried-out pens, eyelash curlers, silver bird-shaped scissors, coupons, foundation, empty packs of cigarettes, lost buttons, aspirin, and tea bags. (Vera wasn’t a tea drinker, but placed the moist bags over her eyes to help with wrinkles.)

“How do you know he doesn’t like you back?” Vera asked, holding the magazine in her white-gloved hands so that Reggie could only see her eyes. Her mom’s lashes were so heavy with mascara that Reggie wondered how she kept them open.

It was Sunday evening and Reggie was the last appointment of the day. The other stylists were sweeping hair into little piles, soaking combs in disinfectant, and counting out their tips. Dawn was finishing up with an old lady with peach-tinted hair.

Vera was wearing a scarlet dress and matching high heels. That was one of the things about her mom—she always dressed up like she was going to party. She put on full makeup to run down to the donut shop, because, as she always said, “You never know who you’ll meet. The world is about connections, Regina. Not just who you know, but who they know. It’s all one big web, everything interconnected, everyone tugging on each other’s strings.”

Reggie knew that after the haircut, her mom would drop her at home, then go off to rehearsal. She was doing a play down in New Haven—something dark by a local playwright who was starting to build a name for himself. The play was directed by a man named Rabbit, her mom’s on-again, off-again boyfriend, who had the temperament of an artist and was, in Vera’s words, both a bastard and a genius. Reggie had never met him, but she’d heard countless stories about his temper tantrums during rehearsals and about how well connected he was. “He knows everyone,” Vera always said, a proud smile on her face. “He even has a cousin in Hollywood who’s worked for Martin Scorsese.” Vera spoke the names of famous people in a hushed, conspiratorial tone, like they were magic incantations that you didn’t dare say out loud.

Vera continued to study Reggie over the top of her magazine, waiting for an answer. Reggie bit her lip. “Because he likes someone else.”

Vera nodded knowingly. “And does this someone else like him?”

Reggie thought for a minute. “I don’t think so. Not like that anyway.”

Vera smiled. “Then let him know how you feel. That’s what I did to get Rabbit. He was seeing this little blond number until I swept him off his feet.” Vera smiled in a self-satisfied way.

“But I can’t do that!”

This was stupid. She didn’t have her mother’s looks or grace. Vera could sweep any man off her feet. Reggie was just a gangly, awkward girl with a chest as flat as a boy’s. Just last week, when she’d been at Ferraro’s market with her mom, the checkout boy had been unable to take his eyes off Vera. He’d said, “Can I help you out to the car with these? Or will your son get them?” Vera didn’t correct him, only said, “We can manage. Thanks.”

“There are other ways, Regina. But remember, you can’t change what’s inside a person. All you can do is help them open their eyes.”

The peach-haired woman walked by. Dawn called Reggie’s name and she jumped up and hurried to the chair. Vera went back to her magazine.

“And what are we having done today?” Dawn asked, moving close to put a plastic cape around her. She smelled like cigarettes and wintergreen gum.

Reggie looked at herself in the mirror, her hair long and wild, going every which way. “I’m ready for a change,” Reggie told her.

Dawn nodded. “I know just the cut for you.” She washed and combed Reggie’s hair, then went to work, the scissors singing, hair falling in great clumps onto the floor, mixing with the wispy tendrils of peach-colored hair.

Reggie had worn her hair long since the dog attack, when it had been pale blond and curly. Cherub hair, Lorraine called it. It was her mother’s color, the one trait they shared. As she grew, the tight curls turned to waves and the color darkened, as if the only evidence of her being Vera’s daughter was slipping away, year by year. By the time she sat in the hairdresser’s chair, it was chestnut brown. She looked over at her mother, who had switched to a People magazine and was scowling down at the movie stars and singers with a disgusted, Who-do-they-think-they-are look. Her platinum hair caught the light and glowed like a halo.

“Keep your head straight, hon,” Dawn said.

Reggie turned back to her reflection and had the strange sensation that it was some other girl she was seeing. Her face looked longer without the unkempt bangs covering her forehead. It was thin, freckled, with dark blue eyes and pointed, elven features that made her seem younger than thirteen. She watched how carefully the hairdresser worked the scissors around the false ear, never seeming to notice that it was any different from the other.


Chapter 5

October 16, 2010

Worcester, Massachusetts

FOLLOWING LORRAINE’S INSTRUCTIONS, THE first thing Reggie did when she got to the large, sprawling medical center was ask for the social worker—Carolyn Wheeler. The building was a confusing warren of waxed floors, elevators, beeping machines, and unimaginative art reproductions on the walls. The heels of her cowboy boots echoed in the halls. Doctors were paged. A code blue on B Wing was called. Elderly volunteers in green smocks manned information desks and wore cheerful buttons that said: how may i help you?

Reggie had won an award once for designing a community health center when she was getting her degree at Rhode Island School of Design. It was circular to represent unity and wholeness, and remind patients of their connection to the earth and nature. A curved wall was like outstretched arms ready to envelop and protect. It brought us back, on some deep level, to our original home: our mother’s womb. Reggie’s design included a living wall of plants and a large water feature in the center that could be heard and seen from every room. The hospital in Worcester was the antithesis of Reggie’s long-ago design. With the fluorescent lights, long corridors, sharp corners, and tiny windows that looked out onto the parking lot, she couldn’t imagine how anyone here could possibly get better. Reggie felt lost and off-kilter, and her forehead was damp with perspiration, even though the building was pumped full of cool air.

Carolyn led Reggie into a small office crowded with black metal file cabinets and a jungle of overgrown spider plants. Papers and file folders tottered in unorganized, precarious stacks across Carolyn’s massive gunmetal gray desk. There was a framed cross-stitch that said bless this mess—only upon further inspection, Reggie saw that it was just a picture cut from a magazine, not fabric and embroidery floss at all.

Carolyn wore a black turtleneck and a corduroy blazer with elbow patches. She had terrible glasses with aviator frames and something green stuck between her teeth. She smelled faintly of garlic. Reggie had been hungry when she came into the hospital, and now her stomach churned in an unfriendly way. Carolyn gestured to an upholstered chair with suspicious dark stains that Reggie had no desire to sit in. Looking around and seeing the only other choice was standing, Reggie sat perched on the edge of the chair, her leather messenger bag by her feet.

“As you can imagine,” Carolyn said, scooching forward in her own chair so that her belly was pressed against the overflowing desk, “we’re doing our best to handle this as quietly and sensitively as possible. As far as I know, the press haven’t got wind of it yet, but I can’t guarantee how long that will last. We’ve tried to limit the visits with detectives and special agents and so on, as they seem to exhaust her. And the truth is, I don’t think there’s much she could tell them.”

“Has she said where she’s been all these years? Or anything at all about Neptune?” Reggie asked, her throat closing around his name. She thought of the phone calls, the sound of his breath in her one good ear.

“Not a word. Nothing that makes coherent sense anyway. And we haven’t been able to piece together much. We know she’s been in and out of the homeless shelter for the past two years. She didn’t disclose anything about her past to any of the staff or residents. She used a false name—Ivana Canard. The staff at the shelter requested that a mental health evaluation be done, but she refused. She’s had a bad cough for some time. When she collapsed at the shelter last week, she was taken here by ambulance. She seems to like her doctor—he’s the one she told her true identity to.”

Reggie laughed out loud. “Let me guess—he’s tall, dark, and handsome?”

Carolyn seemed flustered. “Dr. Rashana? Yes, I suppose, he is,” she said, sallow cheeks turning pink. “She told him she’d been the Aphrodite Cold Cream girl.”

“I’m sure she did,” Reggie said. It was her mother’s standard pickup line. Did you know I was the Aphrodite Cold Cream girl? She could just picture this poor doctor’s face; a homeless woman probably twice his age telling him she was once a beauty queen. Shit, he probably didn’t even know what Aphrodite Cold Cream was. The company went out of business in the early 1980s. “It was always her claim to fame,” Reggie explained.

“Now I suppose she’s got a new one,” Carolyn said.

Reggie nodded. Felt her guts coiling like a nest of snakes.

Neptune’s last victim. The only one to survive.

She could only begin to fathom the shit storm that would descend when the media learned Vera was alive. She remembered how ruthless they’d been when her mother’s hand showed up on the steps of the police station: camping out in front of Monique’s Wish, following Lorraine and Reggie wherever they went, asking horribly invasive questions. Some slimebag writer named Martha Paquette wrote a true crime book on the Neptune killings that pretty much portrayed Vera as a prostitute, and you didn’t need to read between the lines to understand that Martha believed she got what she deserved. Martha spent months stalking their family, waiting for Reggie outside of school, saying things like “This must be so hard on you, Regina. If you ever need someone to talk to, just to get things off your chest, you know I’m here.” Right. The very last person Reggie wanted to talk to was Martha Paquette and her goddamn tape recorder.

Carolyn cleared her throat. “According to my notes, your mother disappeared back in 1985?”

Reggie nodded. Her head was starting to hurt.

“She’s been through a great deal since then, Regina.” Carolyn blinked behind her ugly glasses, gave Reggie one of those empathetic therapist looks that must have taken six years of school to master.

Suddenly remembering all the reasons she hated therapists, Reggie found herself struggling not to roll her eyes. Did this woman think she was some kind of idiot?

“It’s Reggie, and I can well imagine. Can we go see her now?” The office was feeling small and airless to her. The gangly green and white spider plants seemed to be growing before her eyes.

“I just want you to be prepared. She’s not going to be the woman you remember.”

No shit. When Reggie last saw her, she was twenty-five years younger and had both her hands. “I’m aware of that.”

“She might not recognize you.”

“The last time she saw me, I was thirteen years old. I don’t expect her to recognize me.” She shifted in her chair, brought her hand up to touch the scar tissue around the prosthetic ear on the left side of her head, but stopped herself. She didn’t want to run the risk of this woman seeing it and giving her another doe-eyed empathetic look.

“I don’t know how much your aunt told you, but your mother has been very agitated, very confused during her stay with us. She’s been paranoid and delusional. There are a number of possible causes for this—underlying psychiatric issues, long-term alcohol abuse, her current illness.”

What about the fact that she’s been held captive by a goddamn serial killer? Wouldn’t that make anyone a little crazy around the edges? Reggie bit her lip to keep from blurting the questions out. She could picture Carolyn Wheeler jotting down a note that agitation seemed to run in the family. Instead of speaking, Reggie gave her an understanding nod. She wanted to get the head-shrinking crap over with and go see her mother, whatever shape she was in.

“We’ve got her on some meds that have helped her to be more . . . calm, and I’m sure Dr. Rashana will go over all of that with you. I know he’s been on the phone with your aunt and that arrangements are being made for palliative care at home. Your mother will, as we’ve explained to your aunt, need round-the-clock care.”

Underlying psychiatric issues. Palliative care.

The words banged around like pinballs in Reggie’s brain, ringing bells and buzzers, making her head and jaw ache.

“There’s nothing they can do?” Reggie asked, hating how little-girlish her voice sounded. She cleared her throat and spoke in her best professional tone, each word carefully enunciated, “I mean as far as treatment for the cancer?”

“That’s really a question for Dr. Rashana. But my understanding is the disease is far too advanced, and at this point, it’s really a matter of keeping her comfortable. And safe.”

It’s a little late for that, Reggie thought, but bit her lip instead, this time so hard she tasted blood.


Chapter 6

May 27, 1985

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

“WAKE UP, WORRY GIRL.”

“Mom?”

“Maybe. Or maybe I’m someone else. Old Scratch coming to get you.”

Reggie smelled gin, cigarettes, and Tabu perfume. Her mother had crawled under the covers, curling herself around Reggie’s sleeping body like a snake seeking warmth. Vera squeezed Reggie tight, pressing the breath out of her.

Reggie opened her eyes. “Very funny.”

“Don’t turn around, you might catch a glimpse of my horns. Feel them poking you?” She jabbed a pointed fingernail into Reggie’s back.

“Ow! Quit it.”

Vera let out a breathy cackle. “Did you know that you frown in your sleep?” she cooed, pressing her lips against Reggie’s cheek. Vera’s hair hung down, tickling Reggie’s neck. “Now come on, wake up or I’ll have to get out my cloven hooves.”

“Whattime’sit?” Reggie moaned, squinting at the red numbers on her digital clock. 2:15. Sometimes rehearsals would go late, then Vera would go for drinks with the cast and crew. Often she’d spend the night on someone’s couch or at Rabbit’s loft.

Reggie touched the scars and metal nubs on the side of her head. She’d taken the ear off and put it in the drawer of the bedside table, unable to sleep with it on. The two titanium posts reminded her of the end of a battery. Like she was a robot who had to be plugged in and recharged.

“I have a secret,” Vera said, stroking Reggie’s forehead gently. “Do you want to hear?”

Vera’s voice was bright and bouncy, like a kid’s Super Ball.

“Mmm,” said Reggie, struggling to keep her eyes open. The charge had run out. “Tired robot,” Reggie mumbled.

“I’ve met someone. Someone special. I think he could be the one.” She said this the way she pronounced the names of famous people, in an excited whisper.

“Nice, Mom,” Reggie said, letting her eyes close.

Reggie started to drift. She heard only a few words of what her mother said: important, two houses, the cleanest car you ever saw.

“But what about Rabbit?” Reggie asked, struggling to stay awake, to understand what her mother was saying. Vera sounded so excited, so happy, Reggie wanted to be a part of it.

“He’s not in the picture anymore,” Vera said.

Reggie doubted that. Rabbit was always in the picture, even if he was way in the back for the moment. Vera dated lots of other men, but Reggie didn’t know many details about them. There was Sal, who was a professional photographer and might just be the ticket to getting her modeling comeback off the ground; a man named Jimmy, who worked in a restaurant; and once in a while a handsome young man in a VW bus would pull up in their driveway and beep twice for her. Reggie didn’t know his real name, but called him Mr. Hollywood because Vera said he’d been an extra in a couple of blockbuster movies—she’d promised Reggie she’d rent the videos one of these days and they’d sit down and watch them together.

“It’s someone new,” Vera said.

“Mmm,” Reggie said, drifting.

“This is the man who’s going to change everything,” Vera said. “I can feel it.”

Reggie dreamed of machines. Of cogs and wheels and batteries. Things that clicked and popped and smelled of grease and electrical charges.

When she woke up, it was after ten. “Shit,” she mumbled, realizing she was already late to meet Charlie and Tara downtown.

Her mother was gone. The only trace of her was a smudge of lipstick on the pillow.

Reggie sat up, snapped the ear in place, and opened her closet. The clothes her mother had bought for her were all tucked to one side—skirts and dresses, designer jeans, tight nylon parachute pants, shirts with necklines cut too low. She never had the heart to say no to her mom when they were out shopping, and Vera held up one outfit after another, saying, “This would be cute.”

Would be. If you were a different girl.

Reggie passed over those clothes and went for the old standby: Levi’s and a faded T-shirt that Lorraine had bought for her.

She dressed quickly, checked out her new haircut and ear in the mirror, and headed into the kitchen. Lorraine was there, lightly buttering a piece of wheat toast. It’s what she ate for breakfast every morning—weak tea and nearly dry toast.

“Mom up?” Reggie asked.

Lorraine shook her head, pursed her lips. “I heard her come in last night,” she said.

Reggie opened the fridge, grabbed the orange juice, and poured herself a glass.

“You should really start locking your door,” Lorraine said.

“Huh?” Reggie closed the fridge and turned to face her aunt. Lorraine’s hair had been gray since Reggie could remember, and she wore it pulled back in a tight bun. She had pointed, birdlike features, murky blue eyes, and thin lips that seemed to always be chapped and peeling. She worked in the office at Brighton Falls Elementary School. She typed up memos, filed, and kept track of who was absent. During the summer, she worked only two afternoons a week. Today she was dressed in her usual at-home attire: baggy pants and shirt, and the stained and worn fishing vest and hat that had belonged to her father and were much too large for her, making her seem strangely little-girlish for a woman of forty-one.

“It’s not right,” Lorraine said, making her best sour-pickle face. “Waking you up when she’s in that state.”

“She was out late at rehearsal,” Reggie said. “They must have gone out for drinks after. You know what Mom says—it’s all part of life in the theater.”

Lorraine scowled. “Lock your door at night, Regina.”

Reggie chugged her juice, nodded, and hurried out of the kitchen.

 

SHE GRABBED HER TEN-SPEED from the garage and started off down the driveway. The Memorial Day parade would have already started by now—it was the biggest event of the year in Brighton Falls and marked the beginning of summer. Poor Charlie was stuck scooping ice cream in the park with the Lions Club. His uncle Bo, who owned the local Ford dealership, had roped him, along with Bo’s son Sid, into it. Charlie’s dad would be driving one of the police department’s new Crown Victorias in the parade.

As Reggie rode she imagined Charlie’s reaction to her new haircut—he’d do a double take, unsure it was even her at first; then he wouldn’t be able to take his eyes off her. The haircut was chic, her mother had told her. “For once in your life, you’re not hiding behind your hair.”

Reggie turned left at the bottom of the driveway onto Stony Field Drive, then right onto Country Club. The thin tires of her bike bumped as she crossed the railroad tracks. The breeze ruffled her short hair, the sun warmed her new latex ear.

She passed the town garage, Millers’ Farm, and went under the railroad trestle that was painted each year by the graduating class: CLASS OF 1985, ROCK AND ROLL FOREVER, said the letters in dripping red paint.

Main Street was lined with people in lawn chairs. Reggie could hear the high school marching band as she approached, sweat gathering between her shoulder blades. They were playing “The Stars and Stripes Forever.” Little kids were waving tiny American flags. A guy on the corner was selling balloons, plastic swords, and popguns, which went off like champagne corks as boys fired at each other across the street.

Reggie zigzagged her way through the crowd, heading south on Main, along with the parade, toward the park. She felt the rush of excitement from the crowd and had this sense that she was a part of something so much larger than herself. This was her town. These were people she knew. People her grandfather had made shoes for. People her mother and aunt had gone to school with. She held her head high as she rode, wishing for someone in the crowd to recognize her, to say what a lovely, chic haircut she’d gotten, how grown up she looked now.

She reached the park and hopped off her bike. At the edge of the grass a one-legged old man in a wheelchair was at a table collecting donations for disabled veterans and giving away bright red artificial poppies. Reggie smiled at him, reached into her pocket for a quarter, and wrapped the wire stem of the poppy he gave her around the handlebars of her bike.

The Lions Club had set up tents in the park with long tables underneath. They were grilling hot dogs and slicing watermelon. Reggie spotted Charlie down at the end, scooping ice cream. He was wearing a Lions Club apron and looked totally miserable. His cousin Sid was next to him, and Reggie thought the two couldn’t have been more different. Charlie was small and wiry with his too-short hair and huge brown eyes that reminded Reggie of a lemur. And there was Sid—a tall, muscular boy with pale, shaggy blond hair and a slack-jawed expression that gave him a look of content bewilderment.

Sid was a senior at Brighton Falls High, drove a Mustang, and sold pot, though word was he smoked most of his profits. He worked after school and weekends as a groundskeeper at the country club. Sid was wearing army fatigue shorts and a white polo shirt with the Brighton Falls Country Club crest. Covering his perpetually bloodshot eyes was a dark pair of Ray-Bans.

Tara was standing nearby, eating an ice cream cone with long, slow licks.

“Oh my God!” Charlie yelped when he saw Reggie. He took a step back, looking shocked and vaguely frightened. “What happened to your hair?”

Reggie felt as if she’d been hit in the stomach with a two-by-four. “You said I should get it cut,” she said lamely.

“I said cut, not totally hacked off.”

Sid just smiled this goofy, vaguely amused smile.

“I think it’s perfect,” Tara said, licking around the edge of her ice cream cone. “She looks like a pixie!”

“She looks like a dude,” Charlie muttered, turning away.

“Come on, man,” Sid said. “The androgynous look is totally hot. Look at Annie Lennox.”

Reggie’s stomach was still clenched in a hard knot. Her face and ear burned and tears prickled the corners of her eyes.

Tara studied her a minute, then took her arm, gave it a squeeze, and said, “Don’t listen to these boneheads. You’re gorgeous.”

Reggie looked down at the ground.

“Nice to see you, Regina.” Charlie’s uncle Bo had come up behind Charlie and Sid. He was just putting on a Lions Club apron and looked flustered.

“Where’ve you been, Pops?” Sid asked him. “Everyone was looking for you. Freaking out big-time. There was some kind of, like, drama with lost hot dog rolls?”

“We were running low on ice for the soda coolers. Ferraro’s was closed, so I had to go clear out to Cumberland Farms to get some.”

Bo was a big man with a face like a ham—all meaty, shiny and pink. He heaved up a bag of ice and sliced the top open neatly with his pocketknife, dumping the contents into a cooler. “How’s your mom, Reg?”

“Fine, I guess,” Reggie said, squirming. She thought of her mother crawling into bed with her in the wee hours of the morning, reeking of gin, pretending to be the devil. Bo gave her a funny little smile that made her stomach hurt. Her mom and Bo had gone to high school together, had even dated once upon a time. Now Bo was married with a teenage stoner son, and they lived in a big old house out at the base of the mountain that was paid for by people buying Escorts and F-150s.

“You tell her I said hi, will you?” Bo said with a wink. His eyes moved up and down Reggie like he was searching for some sign of Vera there. Finding none, he gave a little snort.

“Sure,” Reggie said, thinking, Like hell, slimebag.

Tara leaned in to whisper to Reggie again, “Who is this pervert? He’s totally checking out my tits. Gross. And he’s so lying about getting ice, I can tell. He was probably banging some Girl Scout or something.”

Bo looked over at them, and Reggie thought for a second he must have heard. Tara looked right back at him and took a big brain-freeze-inducing bite of her ice cream cone, then licked her lips in a slow, satisfied way, never breaking eye contact. She was sick. Definitely sick.

“Guess I better go solve the mystery of the missing buns,” Bo said abruptly, jerking his gaze from Tara. He looked sweaty and distracted as he headed down toward the grill.

 

“CHARLIE’S AN ASSHOLE,” TARA said at Reggie’s house later. They were in the living room, watching MTV and sharing a bag of Doritos. “You shouldn’t listen to a word he says. That haircut’s very you.”

“Mmm,” Reggie said.

“News is on in ten minutes and we’re changing the channel,” Lorraine called from the kitchen.

“Bor-ring,” Tara moaned. Tara’s mom was working a double shift, and Reggie knew Tara wouldn’t go home. She hated to be alone. Tara pretty much lived at Monique’s Wish when her mom was working lots of hours.

“Can I ask you something?” Reggie said to Tara.

“Go for it,” Tara said, stuffing another orange chip into her mouth.

“Do you like him?”

“Charlie?”

“Yeah.”

Tara chewed, thinking it over. “He’s fine and all, but he’s not my type.”

Reggie wondered what Tara’s type was. Maybe someone like the guys in drama club who listened to The Cure and had spiked hair. But Reggie had never seen Tara talking to anyone like that. The only kids at school Tara ever seemed to hang out with were Reggie and Charlie.

“Someone like Charlie,” Tara went on, “he could never get me. There’s stuff about me, secret stuff, that I’d never tell Charlie in a million years.”

Reggie nodded.

Tara looked right at her. “Maybe I’ll tell you, though. One of these days.”

Lorraine bustled into the living room. “Time’s up. Channel Three. Let’s see what Andrew Haddon has to say tonight.” Reggie was sure Lorraine was secretly in love with the Eyewitness News weatherman, Andrew Haddon. He was a gangly scarecrow of a man whose shirts never seemed to fit him right. During the weather, he always pulled this stupid slot machine that was supposed to sum up the forecast. Instead of apples and cherries, it had pictures of suns, clouds, snow, and raindrops. He’d spin the wheel with a smile, like he was using his machine to make the weather, then peer down and announce: It’s a four-sunshine day! Get out there and enjoy it! Or Nothing but raindrops today, folks. Be sure to pack your umbrella.

Reggie reached for the remote and changed the channel. There was a commercial with a guy in a chicken suit doing an ad for Bo Berr’s Ford Dealership. No credit, no problem. Don’t be chicken. Come on down.

“Do you think that’s actually dear old Uncle Bo in the suit?” Tara asked, eyes wide as she leaned forward a little, studying the television. Reggie remembered the suggestive way Tara had bit into her ice cream cone, then licked her lips while she stared Bo down. It made Reggie queasy to think about.

“Nah,” Reggie said. “He probably got one of the poor sales guys to do it. Or maybe it’s Sid!”

“No way,” Tara said.

“Who’s Sid?” asked Lorraine.

“Bo Berr’s son,” Reggie explained. “He’s kind of a pothead.”

Lorraine made a sour face.

“Mom and Bo were an item once, right?”

“I don’t recall,” Lorraine said in a dismissive tone.

“No way!” Tara squealed. “Really?”

Reggie nodded. “My mom told me. It was back when they were in high school. Bo was like this big football star then.”

Lorraine fiddled with a loose string on the arm of the couch and said nothing.

“Where is Mom, anyway?” Reggie asked.

“I don’t know,” Lorraine said. “She got up just before noon and left without a word.”

After the news, Reggie knew Lorraine would go to the garage for her fly rod and waders, then make her way down the slope of the backyard to the creek, where she’d stay until it got too dark to cast flies. The left side of the couch where she sat night after night was infused with the tangy, fish smell that seemed to follow her everywhere she went. Reggie half expected to look at her neck one day and see gills.

“Two more weeks till summer vacation,” Lorraine said, still focused on the loose thread.

“Mmmm,” Tara said, reaching for another Dorito. “Then it’s good-bye, Brighton Falls Junior High. Thank God.”

“Maybe you two should get jobs,” Lorraine said.

Tara laughed. “We’re too young.”

“I was working in my father’s shop when I was twelve,” Lorraine said.

“That was back before the days of child labor laws,” Tara shot back. “The Dark Ages,” she added, wiping orange cheese powder on her black jeans as she gave Reggie a conspiratorial wink.

“I don’t think it’s good for young people to be idle,” Lorraine said.

“We’re not going to be idle. We’re going to finish the tree house,” Reggie said. “And I’ll probably help Charlie do lawns,” Reggie added. Charlie had been cutting grass around their neighborhood since just after his mom died. He made good money and was always looking for help.

“Speak for yourself, Dufrane,” Tara said. “I plan to be as idle as possible. Lay around. Eat bonbons. Work on my tan.”

Reggie laughed. The idea of Tara sunbathing was bizarre. Reggie had never even seen her in short sleeves. “Don’t you die if sunlight hits you? Spontaneously combust or something?”

Tara smiled. “Can’t see my reflection in a mirror either. And keep your damn crosses away from me!”

“Tara!” Lorraine snapped. “That’s quite enough.”

“Sorry, Miss Dufrane,” Tara said in a singsong voice.

The six o’clock news came on and the lead story made them all hold their breath, leaning toward the television and the newscaster with perfect hair and a square jaw who sat behind the Eyewitness News desk.

“A woman’s right hand was discovered on the front steps of the Brighton Falls police station earlier today. An unidentified source in the police department reports that the hand was left in a milk carton wrapped in brown paper.”

Reggie had this sense of slipping into a movie, leaving real life behind.

“What the hell?” Tara said, and Lorraine was too shocked to reprimand her for swearing.

Reggie jerked her leg involuntarily, like when the doctor tapped her knee with a rubber hammer. Her body felt twitchy and strange, like it was pulled on by invisible strings.

There was now a detective being interviewed and he had little else to say. He was a red-faced man with a bushy mustache and green polyester sport coat.

“Oh my God,” Tara yelped. “That’s Charlie’s dad!”

“Is not,” Reggie said, moving closer to the TV.

“Regina, don’t hog the television,” Lorraine scolded. “You’re blocking our view.”

Reggie went back to the couch.

“It totally is,” Tara said. “He’s like . . . famous now.”

“Do you have any idea whose hand this might be?” the newscaster asked. “Or whether it was taken from someone dead or alive?”

“I’m afraid I can’t comment on that at this time,” the bushy-mustached detective said. He asked anyone who might have been downtown and seen a person with a brown paper package to call the station. Reggie looked at his face. Tara was right. It was Charlie’s father. He looked fatter, more washed out and potato-like than in real life. But then again, she hadn’t seem him a lot lately. Charlie didn’t invite her over all that much these days, and when he did, his dad was always working.

“Je-sus!” Tara said, her mouth staying open, her eyes huge and hungry, all lit up like they got when she was playing one of her end-of-the-world games.

Lorraine smoothed the front of her stained fishing vest and shook her head, then closed her eyes for a moment, like she was making a wish.

Reggie reached up and touched her new ear, pulling it loose, then attaching it again with a satisfying metallic click.


Chapter 7

October 16, 2010

Worcester, Massachusetts

“REGINA?” THE WOMAN UNDER the covers crooned. “Is that you?”

Her face was skeletal, her skin so thin and white you could see the blue veins pulsing behind it. Her hair, once a radiant platinum blond, was now limp and colorless as rice noodles. But it was Vera, no doubt.

Reggie froze in the doorway, a tight squeezing sensation in her chest pushing all the breath out of her, nearly stopping her heart.

Go on in there, you fucking coward, she told herself.

“It’s me, Mom,” Reggie said. How strange, to find herself wondering who it was her mother saw. Was there some part of the kid she used to be peering out from under the dark bangs of curly hair, the five-foot-eight frame—still all elbows and knees like some absurd marionette? Maybe not much had changed after all. In her leather jacket, jeans, and boots, she was still dressed like the tomboy she’d always been.

The walk from the doorway to the bed seemed to take forever. Reggie’s boots slid on the freshly waxed floor like it was ice. Like she was ten again, back at Ricker’s Pond, skating toward her mother.

She got to the edge of the bed and put a shaky hand on Vera’s shoulder. There was very little flesh there—Reggie could feel the knobby bones making the loose framework that held her mother together. Reggie was reminded of the Lincoln Logs she’d played with as a kid, putting several sets together to build a tower right up to the ceiling; a tower that leaned and swayed and eventually came crashing down to the ground. Vera’s arms were tucked under the covers, and Reggie found herself staring down at the shapes they made, trying to imagine the right one ending at the wrist. The blanket covering her was thin and white, the words PROPERTY OF UMASS MEDICAL CENTER stenciled in blue letters. Vera’s knees were bent, making a tent of the covers. The pillow beneath her head was damp and stained.

Their eyes locked. Reggie turned her head slightly, pushed the hair away to reveal the scars around her prosthetic ear. Proof. Vera smiled, then whispered something Reggie didn’t catch.

She leaned down. “What was that?”

“You have to be careful here. People aren’t who they say they are. Like her.” She stared past Reggie at Carolyn Wheeler, who hovered in the doorway. “She knows Old Scratch.” Vera’s breath was warm and yeasty smelling. She was missing several teeth.

“Would you like me to send her away?”

Vera’s eyes widened. “You can do that?”

Reggie smiled. “Just watch me.” She stood up, went over to the social worker, and asked if she and her mother could have some privacy. Carolyn looked flustered. Her eyes went from Vera to Reggie, then back to Vera. Was Reggie supposed to be untrustworthy? Dangerous even? Maybe she was in on it with Neptune?

“Of course,” the social worker said at last. “I’ll be right down at the nurses’ station if you need me.”

Reggie smiled sweetly but couldn’t think of a single situation in which she’d need Carolyn Wheeler. Reggie shut the door. She would have locked it if that had been possible.

“Better?” she asked, returning to her mother’s side.

Her mother. God, even though she was here, touching her, breathing her in, she couldn’t believe it. Vera, alive. Reggie did a quick calculation and realized her mother was fifty-nine years old. With her gaunt features and sagging skin, she looked closer to eighty. Was this the result of the cancer or years of hard living? What did it take, to break a person down like this? To turn them into a shrunken doll that only faintly resembled who they’d once been?

Carolyn Wheeler seemed to think her mother’s mind was too far gone to be able to reveal anything helpful about the killer. But she must remember something, right? And whatever details she did remember weren’t likely to get spilled to strange-faced detectives or a social worker with broccoli in her teeth.

“I’m going to take you home, Mom.”

“Home?”

“To Monique’s Wish. Would you like that?”

Her mother looked up at her with watery gray eyes. “Is that where you live?”

Reggie stiffened. Hell, no. Not for over twenty years.

“No,” she said. “But I’ll stay with you there for as long as you like.” Reggie could see it so clearly: how she would bring her mother cups of tea and custard, and Vera would tell her all about what had really happened to her after she was taken. Reggie would get the answers the police hadn’t been able to. She’d crack the case wide open like a regular private detective, make sure that bastard got what was coming to him. If Reggie were in charge of the justice system, she’d have Neptune strapped to a table and give a big old carving knife to the relatives of the women he killed. An eye for an eye, a hand for a hand.

“Mmm,” Vera said, closing her eyes. Then, she opened them wide. “They do things to people here,” Vera said, lowering her voice and looking worriedly at the door. “They take them into the basement and slice them open. Then they put stuffing inside.”

Reggie stared down at her mother, unsure of what to say. She decided an understanding nod was best. Yes, I’m sure they do, Mom.

Vera began coughing. It was a wet, racking cough. Her eyes watered and her tongue stuck out. Her whole body thrashed. She brought her arms out from under the covers and Reggie saw the stump: the cut had been made just below the knob of her wrist. The skin there was glossy and pale—ghost flesh. If Reggie squinted, she could almost see the shape of the missing hand still attached, pointing up at her. Her mother heaved forward, coughing and retching with such force it seemed like she’d crack a rib. Reggie’s hand hovered by the red button on the bedrail—should she call a nurse? And then it was over. Vera readjusted herself in bed, reached into her mouth with her left hand, going so far back she gagged. Then pulled her hand out and held it open.

“See?” she asked.

Reggie looked down. The knuckles of her mother’s fingers were swollen and her pointer and middle finger were stained yellow with nicotine. And there, in her heavily creased palm, was what looked like a tiny piece of mucus-slathered white thread.

Reggie shivered, felt bile rising up into throat. “Let’s get you out of here,” she said.

She found a plastic PATIENT BELONGINGS bag and hurriedly loaded what little she could find into it: hospital-issue toothbrush and toothpaste, shampoo and deodorant, yellow plastic comb and body lotion. There were no clothes hanging in the closet or in the dresser. Only a coat—a large black, man’s wool dress coat. The lining was coming loose and it was threadbare in places. There was a hole in the left elbow.

“Is this yours, Mom?” Reggie asked, taking the coat off the hanger.

Vera nodded.

The coat was heavier than Reggie expected and soon she understood why: the lining had been cut here and there and little makeshift pockets had been formed by resewing squares around the cuts. Reggie smiled at the magician’s coat her mother had created. That was Vera—ever resourceful, even homeless, even crazy.

Reggie reached into one of the pockets and pulled out an empty plastic grocery bag balled up inside a dozen rubber bands.

Rummaging through the other secret pockets, Reggie found matchbooks, a crushed cigarette, a broken cell phone, two cellophane packets of crumbling saltine crackers, bobby pins, and a wallet that was empty except for an expired coupon for Herbal Essences shampoo. Patting down the sleeves, she found one last hidden pocket at the end of the right sleeve, held closed with a safety pin. She undid the pin, reached in, and pulled out a worn red velvet jewelry box. Flipping it open, she discovered an engagement ring and wedding band inside. Reggie was no expert, but these didn’t look like cheap costume rings. A homeless woman carrying around valuable jewelry? It didn’t make sense. Unless . . .

“Are these yours, Mom?” she asked, lifting the wedding ring from the box. It was heavy and solid, no doubt real gold. “Did you get married?” The word caught on her tongue and she had to force it out.

Reggie knew her mother had never married her father. Vera had never even told her the guy’s name, claiming it wasn’t important.

Tusks, Reggie remembered, visualizing the picture she’d once cut out of Ganesh—the peaceful look on the elephant-headed god’s face, the four arms outstretched, hands poised and waiting.

Vera whispered into her covers and the only word Reggie caught was the last one: Soon.

Turning the gold band in her hand, Reggie saw there was an engraving inside—words in neat script:


Until death do us part

June 20, 1985



Reggie nearly dropped the ring, as though the engraving had reached out and stung her.

June 20, 1985.

The day Vera’s hand showed up on the front steps of the police station.


Chapter 8

June 1, 1985

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

“I KNOW THE LADY who found her.”

The man behind the counter was named Dix and was an old friend of Vera’s. He owned Airport Lanes and was a thin, gray-skinned guy with a bulbous pockmarked nose that resembled the bowling balls he was surrounded by.

“She’s in the Friday night ladies’ league,” he was saying, “—was here last night, all shook up still. Sweet little gal. Becky, her name is. Real tiny, just like a doll. She runs through King Philip Park every morning around six. Don’t think she’ll be going back anytime soon.”

Dix passed them their shoes, the leather worn and scuffed, the sizes marked in stitched-on numbers at the back. Reggie was a six. Her mother an eight. Uncle George brought his own freshly polished ball and shoes.

“That McFerlin gal was totally naked,” Dix continued, “except for the bandages over her right wrist. Strangled. Had to be. Becky said she could see bruises all around her neck.”

Vera made a little tsk-tsk sound with her tongue, then reached up and touched her throat.

George, evidently thinking that this was too much information for a thirteen-year-old’s ears, grabbed Reggie’s shoulders and guided her away from the counter toward lane three. “Going to bowl some strikes today, right, Reg?” he said. He was a small man with receding hair and a pointy rodentlike face. He wore little round glasses but probably needed the prescription changed because he squinted all the time anyway. Reggie’s secret name for him was Uncle Mouse, but she meant it in a sweet way.

“How about it?” George asked again, a little too enthusiastically. “I bet you’re a natural with a bowling ball.”

Reggie shrugged. She really hadn’t wanted to come. She wanted to be back at home, nailing shingles to the roof of the tree house, stealing glances at Charlie and remembering the way he’d kissed her, even if he hadn’t really meant it. But her mom had insisted. “Georgie’s taking us bowling,” Vera had told her.

“I don’t bowl,” Reggie had said. “And besides, I thought you said George was a dud.”

Reggie loved George, but her mom was always teasing him, mocking him, making fun of him behind his back.

“Well, it’s time you learned to bowl,” Vera replied. “And Georgie may be a dud in certain ways, but he’s a gentleman through and through. After Airport Lanes, he’s taking us out to that new steak house for dinner. I hear you can get your baked potato five different ways! Get your shoes, Regina.”

George had been friends with Vera since high school. “He’s always been a little sweet on me,” Vera would say, smiling. “But he’s just not my type. I’m sorry to say it, but any man who spends that much time with a bunch of wooden ducks is kind of a dud.” George collected duck decoys. And he also made his own in the woodworking workshop he’d set up in his basement—he made other things too: wooden bowls and bookshelves. He’d even made a desk for Reggie and a big mirror for Vera.

The bowling alley was dark and smelled of polish and disinfectant. The rust-colored rug was full of stains and cigarette burns. Beer signs lit up the small lounge area in the back, which seemed almost cozy compared to the wide-open cavernous space where the ten lanes were laid out. Her mom headed straight back to the bar and ordered drinks.

There was a man in dress pants and a collared shirt sitting at the bar, nursing a glass of beer. He said something to Vera and she put her head back and laughed. She returned with a gin and tonic for herself and root beers for Reggie and George. Reggie felt awkward in the stiff shoes and walked like a penguin, which made Vera laugh.

“Will they catch him, Mom?” Reggie asked.

“Who?”

“The man who killed Andrea McFerlin.”

Vera nodded. “Of course they will. A crime that terrible. The police won’t rest until he’s behind bars.”

Vera picked a red ball out for Reggie and a sparkly silver one for herself.

“You know what to do, Regina?” she asked.

Reggie shrugged. She hadn’t bowled since coming here to a birthday party when she was nine.

Vera put down her drink and showed Reggie how to approach the foul line in four steps, back swing, and release.

“Let the ball do the work,” she instructed.

Reggie’s first tries were gutter balls, but her mother and George applauded anyway. George stepped up and bowled a strike with his custom-made ball. He bowled in a league and had won all kinds of trophies.

“Not bad, Georgie,” Vera said. “Not bad at all. I guess duck-making isn’t your only talent.”

He smiled at her, pushed his glasses up. “Everyone’s got more than one talent, Vera. You know that.”

“You know,” Vera said, taking a long sip from her glass, “honestly, I’m a little hurt. All these years you’ve been making your mallards and ringtails—”

“Pintails,” George interrupted.

“What’s that?”

“The ducks are pintails,” he said, looking sheepish as he stood, holding his ball. “A ringtail is a lemur. Or a mammal like a raccoon.”

Reggie looked down at the floor, wishing George hadn’t corrected her mother. And lemurs made her think of Charlie and his big lemur-eyes, which made her remember how badly she didn’t want to be here in the first place.

“Is that so?” Vera murmured, draining her drink, rattling the ice around, smiling ever so slightly. “The point is, you’ve never given me one.”

George looked genuinely puzzled. “I had no idea you’d like one.”

“Of course I would. Honestly, George, sometimes I wonder if you know me at all.”

George turned back and took his shot. The ball went right down the middle, then veered off to the side, catching only two pins.

“Damn,” he muttered.

Vera ordered another drink from the bar, talking to the guy in the white shirt while she waited. When she returned, she removed her leather gloves and bowled with her left hand, telling Reggie she’d really been much better when she could use her right. George whistled and said, “You should have seen your mother, then. Back in high school, she could out-bowl anyone. She was a star here.”

Vera bowled strike after strike with her left hand anyway, and Reggie wondered how much better she could be. She wore a pale blue dress and matching scarf to tie back her hair. Reggie thought she looked like the sky, like heaven.

She caught herself staring at her mother’s scarred hand, and when Vera noticed, she held it out to Reggie, offering it as some form of proof.

“All great heroes have a flaw,” she told Reggie, her voice loosening from the gin as she reached to touch Reggie’s new ear, her fingers searching knowingly for the scars behind it. “It’s one of the things that makes them heroes.”

Vera strolled back toward the bar. “I’m gonna grab a refill and a quick smoke,” she said. She stood beside the man with the white shirt and ordered a third drink, pulling out her pack of Winstons.

Reggie was up again and George stood behind her, giving her pointers.

“Don’t hold it so tight. That’s it. Relax your arm. Now step into the swing,” George said. “Imagine a line between the ball and that front pin. Bowl straight down that line like it’s an arrow.”

She released the ball, watching it travel right down the middle, knocking down all but the two pins in the back right corner.

“Nicely done!” George said. Reggie looked back to see if her mother had seen, but the bar was empty. She got a funny, nervous feeling in her stomach, swirling around with her too-sweet root beer. Reggie listened to the chunking and grinding of the ball return, waiting. When her ball came back, she put her fingers in the holes and moved into position.

“See if you can get a spare, Reggie,” George said. “Visualize that line leading right up to those pins.”

Reggie aimed for the two remaining pins, but the ball veered too far to the right and ended up in the gutter. Turning, she saw her mother wasn’t back yet. Had she gone to the bathroom, maybe? Or outside for some air?

George bowled his frame, then said, “Your mother’s up.” He glanced over at the empty bar grimly. “I guess I’ll take the opportunity to go to the men’s room. If your mom’s not back in a minute, go ahead and take her turn.”

“But I’ll wreck her score!” Reggie squeaked, and then immediately felt like an idiot. No need to be a baby, no need to freak out.

George made a strange sound—half grunt, half sigh—and walked away.

Reggie headed for the bar, her chest feeling tight. There was an old guy polishing glasses behind the counter.

“Help you?” he said.

“Um—I’m looking for my mother.”

The bartender shrugged.

Reggie went to the back door and opened it, squinting into the early evening sunlight. Her mother was nowhere around. A tan car was taking a left out of the parking lot onto Airport Road. Reggie made out two people in the front seat, sitting close together. Then she looked down and saw the size eight bowling shoes to the left of the door.

She felt a hand on her shoulder and spun. “How ’bout you and I go for that steak dinner?” George said, forcing a smile through his clenched jaw.

“Thanks, but I’m not all that hungry.”

“I’ll bring you home, then.” His voice was so low she could barely hear him and she was suddenly sorry she’d said no to dinner. “To tell the truth, I’ve kind of lost my appetite, too.”

They returned the shoes, watching Dix spray them with disinfectant and shelve them. George paid and they went out to his van. George had his own produce business, supplying restaurants all over the valley with vegetables and fruit. He was the only person Reggie had ever met who could get excited over beets and rutabagas.

“Buckle up,” he said to Reggie with a smile. Then he pushed a cassette in and Johnny Cash started to sing “Ring of Fire.” George eased the van out of the parking lot. He was a careful driver who never went over the speed limit and always seemed to have an eye on the rearview mirrors. His van was always freshly vacuumed; the dashboard sparkled. A tree-shaped air freshener hung from the rearview mirror. The back of the van was covered in AA bumper stickers that said EASY DOES IT; FIRST THINGS FIRST; ANOTHER FRIEND OF BILL W’S.

“I’m sorry,” Reggie said.

“You’ve got nothing to apologize for, young lady.”

“She shouldn’t have left like that.”

His jaw clenched again. “No, she shouldn’t have,” he said with an edge to his voice that Reggie hadn’t expected. “It was our night. The three of us.” He gripped the wheel tight, then turned to Reggie. He smiled. “Listen, kiddo, your mother’s gonna do what she’s gonna do. I learned a long time ago that there’s no point trying to change her. Live and let live.”

They drove in silence a minute, coming into the center of town now. Reggie looked at the neat row of shops—The End of the Leash pet store had once been her grandfather’s cobbler shop.

“How’ve things been at home, Reg?” George asked.

Reggie bit her lip, thought of her mother crawling into bed with her, telling her about a new man; Lorraine warning her to start locking her door. “Fine, I guess,” Reggie said, staring down at her sneakers.

“Good,” he said, smoothly switching lanes. He sounded like he was smiling again. “That’s real good.”

 

THAT EVENING IN THE tree house, Reggie, Tara, and Charlie were crowded around the Hartford Examiner. POLICE FOLLOWING LEADS IN MCFERLIN MURDER said the headline.

“What leads?” Reggie asked, leaning in for a look, but Charlie was hogging the paper. The dim light coming through the open windows was hardly enough to see by. The blue tarp over their heads flapped and rustled in the wind.

“They don’t say,” Charlie said. “Only that this is the official statement from the police department.”

Tara’s cigarettes were out on the floor and Charlie reached for one, his long fingers circling the pack. Reggie hadn’t told them about her mom ditching her and George at the bowling alley. She’d only said they’d decided not to go out for dinner, which was great, because that meant they could put a few shingles up before it got too dark. But so far all they’d done was fight over the paper.

Reggie lit the candles and set them up on the floor so they could see better. She looked out the tree house window. The sky was dark and full of clouds, a storm on its way.

Tara pushed Charlie aside and scanned the article on page two: FAMILY AND COLLEAGUES STUNNED BY LOSS. It was written by a reporter named Martha S. Paquette. There was a photo of Andrea McFerlin. She was a chunky woman with frosted hair and lots of makeup. She was wearing a white blouse with a ruffled collar and a mauve blazer. “Christ,” Tara said, looking up from the Examiner. “She had two kids. Little girls. Three and six.”

“What about a husband?” Charlie asked, trying not to choke as he puffed on his cigarette. “It’s almost always the husband. Or a boyfriend.”

Tara scanned the article, shaking her head. “She’s a widow. Her husband died in a car crash two years ago.”

“Guess that rules him out,” Charlie said. “Maybe she had a boyfriend, though.”

“Oh my God,” Tara squawked. “Listen to this: ‘An unidentified source at the Brighton Falls Police Department has confirmed that Andrea McFerlin’s stomach contents showed her last meal, eaten only hours before she died, was lobster with drawn butter. There was also a large amount of morphine in her bloodstream.’ ”

“Lobster?” Charlie said. “Weird.”

Raindrops hit the roof and tarp, slowly at first, then harder.

“Has your dad talked about it at all?” Reggie asked. “I mean it’s his case, right?”

Charlie shook his head. “He never talks about work. Not even now, when the story’s all over the news like this. Shit, I know more from reading the paper than I do from talking to him.”

“I don’t get it,” Reggie said. “This lady leaves for a business trip, makes it to the airport, but never gets on her plane. Was the killer just there, waiting in the parking lot? And it’s an airport parking lot, right? If he grabbed her, how is it that no one saw anything?”

“Maybe it was someone she knew. Maybe she never intended to take that business trip and was planning a romantic weekend getaway with her secret lover,” Tara said. Her eyes were wide and her normally pale face was flushed. “I mean, the guy gave her lobster! He took care of her.”

“He cut her freaking hand off!” Charlie shot back.

“But he did it carefully,” Tara said, closing her eyes. She reached out and circled her own right wrist with her left hand, running her fingers over the knobby bone of her wrist, then up the tendons on the back of her hand. “Lovingly.” She popped open her eyes, stood up, and paced in a slow circle; then she stopped right in front of Charlie and Reggie. Her whole body seemed to be vibrating, and she couldn’t seem to hold still. Reggie had never seen her this worked up about anything.

“This wasn’t some drooling psycho with a chain saw in a dirty garage,” Tara said, her voice crackling and dramatic. “This guy must have used a tourniquet, proper surgical tools. He gave her morphine. I’m guessing he knew this lady. He cared about her.” Tara gave a rueful smile. “Maybe even loved her in his own sick puppy way.”

Her eyes moved to the pile of board games in the corner of the tree house. “I’ve got an idea,” she sang, practically running to the games, pushing aside Clue and Monopoly.

“What are you doing, Tara?” Charlie asked.

She turned back to them, holding the Ouija board. “We’ve gotta try to talk to her. Maybe she can tell us who the killer is!”

“You’re kidding, right?” Charlie said, brown eyes practically popping out of his head.

“Come on, Reggie,” Tara said, taking the board out. “Do it with me.”

Reggie and Charlie had tried the Ouija board once when they were ten—Charlie made nervous wisecracks while Reggie asked again and again, “Is anybody there?” and got no answer. Eventually their hands got tired, and their legs full of pins and needles from sitting too long, so they packed the game away.

“Please?” Tara begged. “You need two people to make it work.”

Reggie sat across from Tara, legs crossed, her knees touching Tara’s, the board held on both their laps. They rested their fingers lightly on the plastic, heart-shaped planchette. Reggie studied the board with the sun in the upper left corner, the moon in the right; the two curved rows of letters; the word Goodbye at the bottom.

“We call to the spirit of Andrea McFerlin. Can you hear us?” Tara asked, her voice loud and teacherlike. The candlelight flickered, making Tara’s face glow.

“You shouldn’t mess with stuff like Ouija boards,” Charlie said. “Look what happened to that kid in The Exorcist.”

“Shh!” Tara hissed.

“Captain freakin’ Howdy, that’s all I’m saying.”

“Would you please shut up?” Tara said. “You’re interfering with our connection to the spirit world.”

Charlie made a disgusted chuffing sound and picked up the newspaper, turning to the comics. Reggie looked down at the letters on the board, staring without blinking until everything looked blurry.

“We wish to speak to Andrea McFerlin,” Tara repeated, trying to sound proper, speaking in what sounded like her unique attempt at an English accent. Reggie wondered if Tara was playing out a scene from some movie she’d watched.

“It’s not like making a long-distance call,” Charlie snorted, not looking up from the paper.

Reggie thought about The Exorcist, wondered if you could really get possessed by using a Ouija board. What if it really was like opening the door to the spirit world and inviting any old ghost or demon in?

But that kind of stuff was made up. Only in movies. Then again, killers who cut women’s hands off, then fed them lobster before strangling them, sounded like something from a Hollywood blockbuster, too.

Suddenly the planchette moved, nearly jumping out from under Reggie’s fingers. She made a little yelping sound without meaning to.

She knew Tara must be moving it, but at the same time, she wanted to believe it was real. Reggie’s breath came fast and shallow; the candle between them gave them each giant shadows that hung on the walls like ghosts themselves.

“Andrea? Are you here?” Tara asked, nearly breathless.

The plastic marker moved up to the top of the board, the little window hovered over the word Yes.

“Tara’s totally moving it,” Charlie said to Reggie, but he was leaning in to watch over the top of the newspaper, his brown eyes wide.

“Shut up, Chuckles,” Tara hissed under her breath. And then, clearly: “Andrea? Do you have a message for us?”

Nothing. Reggie willed it to move again, wanted it so badly she felt herself start to drag the planchette, but then, realizing what she was doing, stopped.

“Can you tell us who the killer is?” Tara asked. She was leaning down over the board, studying the letters. Her face looked orange-red, like a devil. Like Captain Howdy, maybe.

Reggie held her breath, waiting.

Tara’s eyes rolled back into her head and she started to tremble, gently at first, like her body was made of leaves and the wind was passing through her.

“Tara?” Reggie whispered. “You okay?”

She responded with a low groaning sound and her chin dropped down to her chest, eyes closed tight. Her shivering became more exaggerated.

Was she having some kind of epileptic fit? Or was all this possession stuff real? She knew it was neither, that Tara was just putting on a show, but still, as she watched Tara twitch, panic rose.

“Charlie?” Reggie said, “Something’s wrong with —”

“It’s cold here,” Tara said, her voice a snake-like hiss.

“Huh?” Charlie said, scrambling backward a little.

“It was cold where he kept me. There was a concrete floor, metal pipes.”

“What are you talking about, Tara?” Charlie asked, his voice sounding high and squeaky.

“My name is not Tara,” she said. Now that she’d raised her voice, Reggie detected the hint of a new and different accent, but couldn’t tell where it was from.

“Who are you?” Reggie asked, her mouth going dry. This wasn’t real. This was just Tara playing one of her games, taking things too far. But just like with all of Tara’s games, what choice did Reggie have but to play along? And wasn’t it kind of thrilling? Pretending that it just might be real. Tricking herself into believing so that her heart hammered while she waited for Tara to answer, even though she knew just what Tara would say.

Outside, the rain pounded on the roof. It was coming in through the windows, some drops making it all the way to Reggie’s arm, which turned to gooseflesh.

“Andrea,” Tara said, smiling. “My name is Andrea McFerlin.”

Reggie felt like she’d been hit in the stomach with a ball of lightning. The electricity moved through her, into arms and out her fingers, making them tingle as it discharged. She jerked her hands away from the Ouija board.

“Oh for God’s sake!” Charlie shouted, standing up and throwing the paper down. “That is so totally fucked up on so many levels, Tara. You are sick.” He slammed open the trapdoor and disappeared down into the rainy night. There was no denying that he was mad, but Reggie knew him well enough to see there was fear there as well. Charlie didn’t do well with the unexplained.

Tara remained in her trance state—if it was a trance—her chin resting on her chest. Reggie held her breath, not sure what might happen next. Tara didn’t move. Her breathing sounded raspy and strange.

“Do you know who he is?” Reggie asked, at last. “The killer?” More rain was coming in through the tarp, icy and cold. Reggie wrapped her arms around her chest, shivering.

“He’s no man and every man,” Tara said, her voice little more than a flutter. Reggie listened to Tara breathe in and out. Then she said, “There’s something else I know.”

Reggie leaned down, put her face right against Tara’s. She smelled like ashes and smoke. “What is it?” Reggie asked.

Tara sank lower down on the floor, her body going limp as a rag doll. When she spoke, it was a barely audible sigh:

“He’s already picked his next girl.”


Chapter 9

October 16, 2010

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

“COCKSUCKING WALMART,” REGGIE HISSED. She gripped the steering wheel tight, clawing into it with her thumbnails. “Didn’t we just pass a Walmart?”

She would never have believed it possible that she’d get lost in her own hometown. Sure, it had been twenty-five years since she’d been back, but it was like the geography itself had changed.

In the beginning, Lorraine had invited Reggie back for Thanksgiving and Christmas (never going so far as to say anything like “It would be so nice to see you” but instead with a comment like, “George and I will have more than enough food—it’s a waste to have to throw things away”), but Reggie always made excuses: homework, projects, trips abroad. Eventually Lorraine stopped asking.

Reggie had turned off the GPS shortly after getting her mother into the truck back in Worcester. Vera was very suspicious of the device. “Who’s that talking? How does it know where we are? Who, exactly, is monitoring our whereabouts?”

Finally, Reggie pulled the plug, sure she could get back to Monique’s Wish from memory. She’d done fine until she hit the Airport Road exit; then it was as if she’d been dropped into a hall of mirrors.

“It’s the same Walmart,” her mother said in a sage voice.

“It can’t be the same,” Reggie said. “Because that would mean we’ve just gone in one big circle.” She wanted to cry.

Reggie took a deep breath, reminded herself that just months ago, she’d gone to build houses in Haiti during a cholera outbreak, for God’s sake—surely she could handle Brighton Falls, Connecticut.

Vera chuckled, wheezing. She whispered a word Reggie couldn’t quite hear. It might have been cocksucking.

Neck tense and head beginning to pound, Reggie scanned the four lanes of traffic along what she was sure had once been Main Street. If it hadn’t been for the welcome to brighton falls sign they’d passed a mile back, she would have doubted they were even in the right town, never mind on the right street. Thickets of glossy signs sprouted from shopping plaza after shopping plaza: STARBUCKS, KFC, DICK’S SPORTING GOODS, CHILI’S, OLIVE GARDEN, HOME DEPOT.

“I mean really, it doesn’t even seem like the same town, does it? I feel like we could be anywhere.”

Vera nodded. “Anywhere,” she said. “Say, did you remember to pack my clock?”

“Clock? What clock? I didn’t see any clock.”

“The grandfather clock in the front hall.”

Reggie knew just the one she meant; it was at Monique’s Wish. “You’ll see it soon, Mom.”

“Runs slow,” Vera said.

“You’re right, Mom,” Reggie said, remembering how once a day, they’d need to push it forward about fifteen minutes.

“We just have to find West Street, right?” Reggie said, more to herself than her mother. She’d ended up in a left-turn-only lane again somehow, and had to cut in front of a silver minivan to avoid being forced to turn into the parking lot dominated by an enormous liquor store. The driver threw up her hands, blasted the horn. Reggie waved in what she hoped was an apologetic manner.

Then Reggie’s eye caught on one of the signs up ahead: berr ford. The dealership run by Charlie’s uncle Bo. It was still there and had, in fact, grown to nearly three times its original size. There was a letterboard out front that said: No tricks, just treats. Let us put you in a new truck by Halloween.

“Look, Mom! Bo Berr’s Ford dealership. Do you remember Bo?”

Vera’s eyes glazed over. “Little Bo Peep has lost her sheep and doesn’t know where to find them.”

“Um, you went to high school with him? Bo Berr?”

Vera didn’t respond.

Down the street from Berr Ford was First Avenue—the little turnoff that led to the police station. Reggie could see it there, set back from Main Street—an imposing gray granite building that had a new addition tacked onto the left side. The new part of building was covered in windows and had a roofline that was all wrong. Instead of blending with the original roof, it sort of collided with it. Reggie’s eye went from the offending addition to the original front steps, where the milk cartons had been left. The milk cartons and their gruesome contents.

“Okay, there’s West Street,” Reggie said, taking the sharp right turn a little too hard and fast. The railroad tracks that had once run alongside West Street had been paved over as a rails-to-trails bike path—the only development Reggie had seen yet that didn’t make her want to scream.

There were many more houses than Reggie remembered, and the once open field across from Millers’ Farm was now condos, each building holding identical rows of black front doors, vinyl-clad windows, and balconies with Weber grills. Reggie wondered how its occupants found their way into the right home each night.

At last they turned onto Stony Field Drive. The house on the corner had a fake graveyard on the front lawn. A green hand reached up, clawing its way out of its grave.

Reggie’s chest felt tight.

“Almost there, Mom,” she said, white-knuckling the steering wheel as she eased the Escape down the street, passing the ranch and Colonial houses that were just as she remembered. Neighbors whose lawns she and Charlie had mowed, who’d bought lemonade from her when she’d set up a stand, given her popcorns balls and Hershey bars on Halloween. Plastic bats and bedsheet ghosts hung from the trees, put up by a new generation of parents—perhaps the kids Reggie had gone to school with, now with little goblins of their own.

“Where?” Vera asked.

“Home,” Reggie said, the word catching in her throat as she signaled to turn up the gravel driveway, passing the old black metal mailbox. It still leaned to the left, never righted after Reggie sideswiped it when she was first learning to drive.

dufrane.

 

MONIQUE’S WISH WAS SMALLER than Reggie remembered, more like the woodsman’s cottage in a fairy tale than the castle a princess might live in.

When she was growing up, it had felt large and sprawling—too big and dark to ever get warm. The stone walls sucked in light and sound and were always ever so slightly damp.

Glancing through the dusty windshield now, she guessed it to be about thirty-five feet long and maybe twenty wide—a big rectangle of dull gray cement and stone. The corners weren’t square or true, making the house list this way, then that. The cement was crumbling in places. Some of the stones had fallen out, leaving gaps like missing teeth. The white paint on the sills and eaves was peeling, hanging off in places like dead skin. The roof was in sad shape, bowing in the middle, the slate shingles cracked and loose.

The house was laid out west to east, all wrong for a hilltop that got such great southern exposure. If Andre had studied the landscape, worked with it a little, faced the building to the south, put in more windows, considered the placement of trees more carefully—it could have been a warmer, brighter place. The density of the stone might even have worked in their favor, acting as thermal storage. As it was, the house was in shade most of the year, and the walls and roof were spotted with moss. The building looked as gray and damp as a poisonous toadstool.

“Do you remember what you used to say?” Reggie asked her mother as she squinted out at the crooked walls. “How Monique’s Wish sounded more like the name of a racehorse than a house?”

Vera grinned and bobbed her head, but seemed to be studying something in the sky. Reggie had no idea if she had heard or understood the question.

“Lousy odds,” Reggie mumbled, thinking that if the building were a horse, it was old and lame, ready for the glue factory.

Just then the heavy wooden front door slammed open and a cloud of smoke came pouring out. From behind the screen of black smoke came a woman in a faded housedress and fishing vest. Reggie blinked, thinking she was an apparition at first, a body born of smoke and dust and ruin. But then she came into focus. It was Lorraine, walking down the steps, her right hand held up in a strange, forced-looking wave that could have also been a warning to stop, don’t come any closer.

Reggie opened the door of the truck as Lorraine came closer. Her body was stiff and gangly, puppetlike as she jerk-walked to them.

“I’m afraid we’re on fire,” Lorraine said, stinking of fish, eyes streaming, hair wild and singed.


Chapter 10

June 7, 1985

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

“MY MOM TOTALLY KNOWS her,” Reggie said when she met up with Charlie and Tara at the Silver Spoon that evening. “She brought me here one time and introduced us.”

“No way!” Tara said. “What was she like? How’s your mom know her?”

Going to the diner had been Tara’s idea. As soon as she heard about the missing waitress, she said they had to go—just had to.

“Imagine it,” Tara said dreamily, “touching saltshakers she’s filled, sitting in her section, in the very seat the killer might have sat in when he was stalking her.”

“We don’t even know he’s got her,” Charlie said.

“Of course he does,” Tara said. “I can feel it.”

“How convenient that you all of a sudden have these newfound psychic abilities,” Charlie snapped. “I mean, dead people are talking through you, giving you messages . . .”

“There’s more to this world than meets the eye, Chuckles.”

Charlie teased her, rolled his eyes, and said going to the diner was a little twisted, but he went. It turned out they weren’t the only ones with the idea: the place was packed, and they had to wait for a table. And as soon as they walked in, they heard the buzz of customers anxiously talking about the missing waitress and saying maybe she’d been taken by the same man who’d killed Andrea McFerlin. There was this strange electricity in the air. Maybe it was danger, and they all wanted to be close to it.

Reggie explained that she had met Candy Jacques only once, when her mother took her to the Silver Spoon for ice cream when she was seven or eight. The waitress was a woman with fried blond hair and a tired face who wore thick blue eye shadow and had candy cane earrings and a candy cane sticker on her name tag even though it was only October. She was finishing a cheeseburger when they arrived.

“Hey, Vera,” she said when they first sat down, side by side at the counter, on spinning stools once again. “Long time no see. How are you, hon?”

“Good,” Vera said.

“See much of Rabbit lately?” Candy asked.

“Now and then,” Vera said, looking away.

“You tell him I said hello, huh?” Candy said. Then, her eyes moved to Reggie. “Who’s the little lady?”

“My daughter,” Vera said. “Regina.”

”No kidding?” Candy dabbed at her lips with a paper napkin.

She looked at Reggie and said, “Yeah, I can see the resemblance. Around the eyes. You’ve got your mamma’s beautiful eyes. And just look at those lashes! You’re gonna be a heartbreaker, little Regina, just like your mama.” She reached out and brushed the unkempt hair away from Reggie’s face.

“How about a little sugar for Candy?”

Reggie looked up at her mother, who said, “Go ahead, Regina, give her a little peck on the cheek.”

Reggie stood up and the waitress leaned down, offering her cheek. Reggie gave her the tiniest kiss, her lips barely touching the waitress’s warm, sticky skin. She could smell cooked meat and onions on Candy’s breath.

“Just like a butterfly,” Candy said. “Hardly a kiss at all. I hope you do a little better than that when you get around to kissing the boys.” She chuckled.

Reggie spun on her stool and buried her face in her mother’s coat, smelled the cold air, perfume, and Winstons. Vera laughed, too.

“I bet I know what you’d like, little lady,” the candy cane waitress said. “How about one of my magical mystery sundaes? I only make them for my most special customers.”

Reggie pulled her face from her mother’s coat and nodded, and when the waitress returned, she carried a sundae with three different ice creams and every topping imaginable.

“This is a real treat I’m giving you,” she promised. “It’s not even on the menu.”

Later, when they were on their way home, Reggie asked her mom how she knew Candy. “Is she an actress, too?”

“Once,” Vera said, lighting a cigarette, then fiddling with the radio, searching for a song she liked. “She was once.”

 

“JUST THINK OF IT,” Tara said now, sipping a cup of black coffee once they were seated in a booth. Reggie and Charlie had milk shakes and were sitting across from Tara. Reggie had moved her knee so that it was touching Charlie’s. They were all splitting an order of fries and onion rings. “We might have our very own serial killer. Hell, he could be here, in this restaurant, right this minute.”

“If he was here, wouldn’t you be able to tell?” Charlie asked. “Aren’t you supposed to be psychic now? Wouldn’t you go all rigid and start speaking in tongues if he was nearby?”

Reggie knew his teasing was just his own stupid way of trying to flirt with Tara. But she also knew it wasn’t working—it was just pissing Tara off.

“It doesn’t work like that,” Tara hissed. She shot Reggie a look like Can you believe how ignorant some people are? Reggie smiled back and shook her head empathetically.

Reggie scanned the crowd: truckers, tables of high school students in letter jackets, families with kids who were kicking each other under the table and fighting over packets of sugar.

Charlie frowned and stirred his milk shake. “For all we know, this waitress has just shacked up with her boyfriend.”

“But she hasn’t called her mother. And on the news, they said she was scheduled to work today. If she wasn’t missing, she’d probably be waiting on us right now,” Tara said.

Reggie, making up her mind to ignore the bickering, had pulled a pen from her pocket and was doodling on the backside of her menu. She drew the ketchup bottle, capturing the faint and distorted reflection of Tara on its left side.

Charlie shook his head. “But if she wasn’t gone, we wouldn’t even be here, Sherlock.”

Tara turned away in disgust, not bothering to reply.

As she drew, Reggie thought of how, just an hour ago, riding her bike to the diner, she’d seen pictures of Candy plastered all over town, like the lost kids on the back of milk cartons: have you seen me?

The photo showed her heavy eye shadow and candy cane earrings, though they looked more like fishhooks in the blurred image. She smiled out from telephone poles and bulletin boards in her greasy Silver Spoon uniform, and Reggie could still smell the charred meat and onions on her breath.

A little sugar for Candy.

She thought of her mom’s theory, about how everyone was connected by these invisible threads, making this big web. Reggie had a string that went right to Candy. She’d met her once, kissed her cheek. Somehow this made her feel all the more frightened and jittery at Candace’s disappearance.

Tara looked down at Reggie’s drawing, seeing herself in the ketchup bottle. “That’s totally awesome, Reggie,” she squealed. “No one’s ever drawn my picture before. Can I have it?”

Reggie shrugged, looked down at the drawing, and realized she’d given Tara’s reflection the candy cane earrings.

“It’s not really that good,” Reggie said, but Tara folded up the place mat and put it in her bag.

“Please, Reggie,” Tara said, rolling her eyes. “You’ve got more talent in your left pinkie toe than most people have in their whole bodies.”

“Hey, cuz!” came a shout from across the restaurant. Charlie’s cousin Sid was meandering up to their table. His curly hair had a shaggy, just-out-of-bed look. He wore low-slung Levi’s, a tie-dyed T-shirt, and black Converse high-tops. He had two blond girls with him, wearing hippie clothes and reeking of patchouli. One was quite overweight, her belly spilling over the top of her Indian-print wraparound skirt. The other had horrible acne. “How goes it?” Sid asked. His pale blue eyes were bloodshot and glassy, and he had a lopsided smile.

“Good,” Charlie said, running a hand over his own close-cropped hair. “How ’bout with you?”

“Can’t complain,” Sid said, still grinning stupidly.

“Can I ask you something?” Tara said, looking at Sid.

“Shoot.”

“I hear you’re the go-to guy if someone happened to be interested in a certain something.”

One of the girls giggled. She wore a string of red glass beads and little round glasses with pink lenses. Her hair was long and crazy as a nest of snakes. There was a purple feather roach clip dangling from the left side.

“I could be your man. We should talk. My cuz here knows how to reach me. Y’all enjoy your snack.” He loped off, the twin hippies like bookends beside him.

Charlie glared at Tara and shook his head.

“What?” Tara asked. “I thought a little weed might be fun sometime. Don’t you think?”

“Yeah, right,” Charlie said. “Just imagine what would happen if my dad got one whiff or found one seed on me—I feel like I’m half a step away from reform school as it is, I don’t need to give him an actual, legitimate reason. ”

“Too bad,” Tara said, keeping her eyes on Sid as he stood in line at the register.

“Sid’s a total waste-oid,” Charlie said, noticing that Tara was still staring at his cousin. “No brain cells left. My dad told me that Uncle Bo’s real pissed because Sid didn’t get into a single college he applied to. He’s gotta go to community college in the fall and take remedial English and shit.”

Tara watched Sid and the girls leave, then turned back to Reggie.

“Your mom must be tripping, Reg,” Tara said, stirring Sweet’N Low into her coffee. She stirred too fast and hard, making the spoon chink against the white ceramic mug and spilling coffee over the edge. “Are she and Candy still friends? How do they even know each other? When’s the last time she saw her?” Sometimes Tara’s sentences reminded Reggie of a bumper car ride—one slamming into the next, pushing it out of the way until the next one came along, faster and more furious.

Reggie shrugged. “I’m not sure. And my mom hasn’t been around the last few days, so I haven’t been able to ask her.”

“Where is she?” Tara asked.

“Don’t know,” Reggie admitted, then, reluctantly, told Charlie and Tara the story of what had happened at the bowling alley—how Vera had taken off with the man in the white shirt and hadn’t come home since. “She’s been doing this play down in New Haven. She’s probably down there, staying with friends.”

“So wait . . . ,” Tara said, setting down her coffee so hard it sloshed over the side. “This guy in the white shirt your mom took off with, he drove a tan car?” Her voice turned high and squeaky like a dog toy.

“Yeah,” Reggie said. “So?”

“Hello! Tan car, Reg. Like the guy that picked up Candace Jacques! The guy who might have killed Andrea McFerlin! What if your mom was picked up by a serial killer?”

“Jeez-us!” Charlie yelped, slamming the bottle of ketchup down. “I don’t get it, Tara. How is it that your mind goes to the most messed-up places so quickly?”

“I’m just connecting the dots. It’s not my fault that you don’t like the picture that shows up.”

“But they don’t connect!” Charlie snapped, rubbing his temples as if he was getting a headache. “You’re assuming all kinds of shit, jumping to conclusions based on nothing! I hope you’re not paying any attention to this, Reg.”

Reggie shook her head, to say, of course not. She picked at the fries that Charlie had dumped too much ketchup on, suddenly not feeling very hungry at all. She wiped her hands on a paper napkin, leaving red smeary fingerprints.

 

“REGGIE?” GEORGE SAID WHEN he opened the door. He squinted at her through his glasses like he was trying to decide if it was really her. At last he smiled warmly. “What a nice surprise. You rode your bike all this way?” He looked past Reggie at her Peugeot, resting on the grass. “Do you have a headlight or something?”

“Reflectors,” Reggie said.

“Well, if you’re going to be riding around in the dark, we’ll have to get you some decent lights for the bike. Come on in.”

Reggie followed George through the doorway of his little ranch house and into the kitchen. It was small and dark with fake wood paneling. The countertops were white Formica, scrubbed until they gleamed. George had a small table with four chairs with a fake Tiffany lamp hanging above it. The shelf behind them was lined with wooden duck decoys and bowling trophies.

Reggie liked the way the rows of ducks watched her, as they did each time she came to George for advice or help with homework. Her mother wasn’t exactly the help-with-homework type, and whenever she asked Lorraine, her aunt told her to go to the library and look things up herself. So she came to George’s kitchen table whenever she had a particularly tricky assignment or a test she was sure she’d fail. He had a way of breaking things down into tiny pieces that made even the hardest tasks seem manageable.

“Want a Coke?”

Reggie nodded.

“I was just finishing up a project downstairs,” he said, handing her a can of soda from the fridge. “Want to see?” His eyes were all lit up, the way they got when he was hard at work on one of his decoys.

“Sure.” She followed George down the painted steps into the basement. Fluorescent light fixtures hung from chains on the ceiling, illuminating George’s workshop. He had a table saw, a jigsaw, a drill press, and a huge workbench with various clamps and vises attached to it. The Peg-Board wall behind the workbench was neatly hung with tools, each tool’s place carefully outlined with yellow paint.

Reggie loved George’s workshop. She loved the neatness, the rows of tools, the idea that you could just follow a pattern and plans and end up with a duck or a dresser. “There’s a right tool for every job,” George would say when he asked her to hand him things: a [image: images]-inch wrench, a no. 2 Phillips head screwdriver, a [image: images]-inch nail set.

“This is the latest,” George said, holding up a nearly finished duck carving. His gouges and chisels were lined up beside it. “A female mallard. Everyone always does the males because they’re so flashy with their green heads, but I thought a female might be nice. She can keep the males I’ve got upstairs company.” He gave Reggie a wink.

“It’s great,” Reggie said, meaning it. She thought it was amazing that George could take a simple block of wood and find a duck inside it.

“What’s this?” Reggie said, looking at a set of plans on the bench.

“A surprise for Lorraine. I thought I’d make her a cabinet to hold all her fishing rods. Don’t say anything, huh?”

“Of course not,” Reggie said, her eyes still on the plans, trying to understand what part she was looking at.

“Your mother know where you are?” George asked.

Reggie shook her head.

“Maybe we ought to call her.”

“She’s not home. That’s kind of why I’m here.”

George set the duck back down on the workbench and gave Reggie a questioning look.

“She hasn’t been back since she took off with that guy at the bowling alley.”

George ran his hand through his hair. “That’s not exactly unusual, is it? I mean, you know your mother and men—”

“No,” Reggie admitted, cutting him off. “It’s not unusual. But something’s been bugging me. The guy in the white shirt, the one she left with, he drove a tan car. I saw them pulling out of the parking lot in it.”

“And?”

“And that waitress that disappeared, Candace Jacques, she was picked up by a guy in a tan car, too.”

George smiled gently. “So you rode out here on your bike at ten o’clock at night to say you think your mother may have been kidnapped?”

“Kind of.” She looked down at her can of soda in her hand. This was exactly the kind of situation she depended on George for. The kind where she needed a normal grown-up to do and say the normal grown-up thing.

“Reg,” George said, lowering himself so that she made eye contact with him. “Now, it’s true that I didn’t see your mother leave with the man from the bowling alley, but I’m more than sure that she went willingly. He probably reminded her of some movie star or something. Trust me, your mother’s fine. She can take care of herself. She’ll come back home when she’s ready. You know how she is.”

Reggie twirled the Coke can in her hand.

“Right?” George said.

“Right,” Reggie agreed, feeling better.

“Hey, how about you help me get started on that fishing cabinet? I can call Lorraine so she doesn’t worry, tell her we’re working on something, and that I’ll bring you home in an hour or so. How does that sound?”

Reggie nodded enthusiastically and George reached for the plans.

“We can rough-cut the lumber tonight. I got some nice oak. See, look at this,” he said, pointing at one of the drawings. “Dovetail joinery. Beautiful, isn’t it? It’ll be a little tricky to get all the cuts right, but it’ll be worth it, don’t you think?”

Reggie nodded, feeling her body relax—all the craziness of the tan car, missing waitress, and hand in a milk carton faded away as she studied the neat drawing showing a close-up of the little trapezoidal shapes that would fit like puzzle pieces, binding the walls of the cabinet together tightly, perfectly almost, no need for nails or screws.


Chapter 11

October 16, 2010

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

THE SMOKE BILLOWED OUT of  the open door behind Lorraine.

“Call the fire department,” Reggie instructed, holding her cell phone out to her aunt. Lorraine looked at the phone like it was a laser gun. Her face was carved by wrinkles and her hair was completely white—except in the places where it was singed at the ends. She had a slight stoop, shoulders hunched and neck stretched out, reminding Reggie of an elderly turtle.

The last time Reggie had seen Lorraine was when Lorraine and George had come to Reggie’s graduation from RISD. Since then, Lorraine had called every week but never pushed Reggie to come home for a visit. Reggie was always careful to talk about how busy she was, plans she had to travel out of the country. She never dreamed of inviting her aunt up to visit her, and Lorraine never hinted that she wanted an invitation. Reggie knew from her weekly calls that Lorraine had retired from the elementary school a few years ago, and now spent a lot of her free time volunteering at the Brighton Falls Historical Society.

“Just dial 9-1-1 and push the call button,” Reggie said, placing the phone carefully in her aunt’s bony hands. Lorraine began tentatively pressing buttons. Reggie ran around to the back of the truck and grabbed the fire extinguisher clamped in beside her toolbox.

Wielding the heavy red extinguisher, she stopped at the passenger window. “Stay in the car, Mom. Don’t get out. Do not come inside. Okay?”

Vera gave her a nervous smile. “Did he beat us here?” she asked.

“Who?” Reggie asked.

“Old Scratch.”

Reggie stiffened, eyes focused on the doorway where the smoke reached out, beckoning her, daring her to come inside. “I don’t think so, Mom. But I’m gonna go check it out.”

Lorraine was giving the address to the 911 dispatcher. She held the phone in front of her face and away from her mouth like she was using a walkie-talkie.

Reggie took a deep breath of clean air and headed up the stone steps, looked through the open door and into the smoke. She couldn’t see flames or even tell where the fire was.

You have one minute to grab what you can. What do you choose?

Had her early morning dream been trying to warn her, to prepare her for this very moment?

And if she got inside and discovered the house was burning and that there was no way to stop it, what would she choose to save? She wasn’t at all sure there was anything of hers left inside.

One way to find out.

She reached up and touched the hourglass necklace hidden under her shirt for luck, then pulled the pin on the extinguisher. She put the nozzle in her left hand and held the lever with her right, then stepped through the door. Behind her, sirens had started in the distance.

Hurry, she heard Tara say in her ear. You’re running out of time.

Even through the thick haze of smoke, Reggie could see the entryway and hall were exactly the same as they had been the day she’d left for college. There was a worn Oriental rug, coat hooks, a simple Shaker-style bench with a mirror above, and the grandfather clock, which seemed to have stopped altogether. To her left, against the wall, was the stairway leading up to the bedrooms. Straight ahead was the hallway that led to the living room, dining room, and kitchen. The source of the smoke was somewhere back there.

She blinked and coughed as she moved forward, but the smoke played tricks on her. She walked into a wall, sure the hall was right in front of her. She turned and looked at her image in the mirror above the bench—it wavered, seeming to grow large, then small; then she disappeared altogether. It was as if she’d stepped into a nightmare fun house.

Maybe, she thought, for half an irrational second, it was just Monique’s Wish getting back at her, punishing her for abandoning it so easily. If buildings held memories, had souls, didn’t it stand to reason that they could get angry, too?

She felt her way along the wall in front of her until she got to the hallway and caught a hint of movement up ahead.

Was there someone in the house with her? A wispy body moving through the smoke, beckoning, This way.

“Hello?” she called out, feeling silly when she heard her own voice. Of course there was no one there.

She heard her mother’s voice in her head: Did he beat us here? Old Scratch.

Holding the fire extinguisher in front of her, Reggie headed down the hallway. The smoke stung her eyes and burned her throat, but she continued on, promising herself she’d turn back if things got too bad.

She turned left into the kitchen, where the teasing lick of flames caught her eye.

Compared to the smoke, the actual fire wasn’t all that impressive. A pan on the back burner of the stove was lit up, the flames shooting up the wall. Reggie aimed the fire extinguisher and squeezed the lever, sweeping over the flames. The fire sputtered and sighed; in less than a minute the flames were gone.

The big cast-iron pan was full of white foam and oil. Reggie could just make out three blackened trout peeking through the mess. Their heads and tails were still attached, the way Lorraine always liked to cook them, no part wasted. Reggie pulled the chain to start the vent fan on the wall near the stove and threw open the window above the sink. The sirens were louder now—a ladder truck and police car were coming up the driveway.

She stumbled through the kitchen, bumping against the old round table and chairs, and into the dining room to open those windows. They were the original wooden sash windows her grandfather had installed, and they had always stuck terribly. She had to pound one with her fist to get it to budge at all. The glazing didn’t hold—an entire pane of glass fell out, breaking against her arm, giving her a good gash just above her wrist, before shattering on the pine-board floor.

“Shit,” she hissed, inspecting the damage.

“Hello?” a voice called from the open front door.

Reggie got to the front hall just as a group of firemen were coming in.

“Fire’s out,” she said.

“Mind if we take a look?” said a young man who looked like a little kid playing dress-up in his oversize coat, hat, and boots.

Reggie led them into the kitchen, where they inspected the charred remains of fish and the blackened wall. Satisfied, the little parade made their way back out of the house where an older fireman was talking with the police officer in the yard.

“Fire’s out, Chief,” reported one of the men. “Flare-up from a pan of oil on the stove. The lady got it with an extinguisher.”

“Oil gets hot like that, it’s gonna ignite,” the chief said to Reggie sagely. She nodded and caught him looking at her arm. Blood had seeped through her shirtsleeve.

“I’m fine,” she told him before he could say anything. “Just a little scratch. We’ll be more careful while we’re cooking. Thanks for coming out.”

“Was it Old Scratch?” Vera had let herself out of the truck and now stood just behind Reggie. The fire chief glanced over at her, and then his gaze seemed to catch on her, going from her face to the spot where her hand should have been, and back again.

“Dear God,” he said, “Vera Dufrane?”

Reggie’s skin prickled. She looked at the circle of volunteer firefighters—seven men altogether, along with a cop.

“No,” Reggie said, stepping in front of her mother. “I’m afraid you’re mistaken.”

Vera immediately maneuvered out from behind Reggie.

“Did you know,” asked Vera dramatically “that I was the Aphrodite Cold Cream girl?” The men all stared. Vera smiled flirtatiously at them, showing brown teeth.

“Yes, I know,” the chief said. He took off his hat. “It’s Paul, Vera. Paul LaRouche. We went to school together?” Vera continued to look at him blankly, smile glued on. “My God,” Chief LaRouche said. “I’m seeing it with my own eyes, but I can’t believe it.”

“Wait a minute,” said the young police officer, stepping forward to give Vera a closer look. “Vera Dufrane? Neptune’s last victim?”

Reggie got between her mother and the group again. “The police have already interviewed my mother. Now please, I need to get her inside. She’s not well.”

She guided her mother gently toward the house, but Vera resisted. She kept turning, pulling back toward the circle of men. They were talking quietly, excitedly among themselves. Reggie only caught bits and pieces: hand; the only body never found; where in God’s name’s she been all this time?

“It happened so fast,” Lorraine was saying at the edge of the circle, wringing her hands, talking to everyone and no one. “I fry fish all the time. I’ve never had a problem. But today . . . today everything went to hell.”

“Come on, Mom,” Reggie cooed softly in her mother’s ear. “Let’s go in and see the clock.”

“Ticky tocky, ticky tocky,” her mother said.

The young cop was on his radio now. One of the volunteer firefighters got out a cell phone and made a call. Shit. So much for slipping back into town without being noticed.

Reggie led her mother into the smoke-scented hallway.

“Welcome home,” Reggie said, inhaling the acrid, smoke-tinged air. It smelled like ruin.


Chapter 12

June 8 and June 12, 1985

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

TWO DAYS AFTER THE waitress’s disappearance, on the first official day of summer vacation, a package arrived on the granite steps of the police station. The officer who was assigned to keep an eye out for any suspicious activity near the front steps had somehow missed the drop-off. There were a lot of people coming and going—press, citizens coming in to argue about parking tickets, and it was the start of the day shift, so even the cops were flowing in and out of the building. The officer went to hold the door for an elderly gentleman, and then stepped inside to direct him to the window where he could report a lost cat. When the officer returned to his post, he noticed the package.

Like the first, this one was a red and white milk carton stapled closed at the top, wrapped in brown butcher’s paper, tied neatly with thin string.

Inside was Candace Jacques’s right hand.

It was identified by the bubblegum-pink nail polish and the little gold and amethyst pinkie ring she’d been wearing.

Candy’s mother appeared on Eyewitness News at noon sobbing, begging for the killer to let Candace go. “She’s all I’ve got,” the old woman said into the camera. “Please, please, have mercy.”

“Kind of pathetic,” Tara said, rolling her eyes. She was sitting with Charlie and Reggie in Reggie’s living room. Lorraine had gone out back to the brook dressed in her huge rubber waders, carrying a fly rod and net. Tara had taken a bottle of blue polish out of her ratty drawstring purse and was painting her short, ragged nails.

“It’s her daughter,” Charlie snapped. He was fingering a plastic tortoiseshell guitar pick he’d pulled from his pocket. “What’s she supposed to do?” He was wearing his most beat-up jeans with a hole in the knee. Reggie could see the tiny hairs on his leg poking through and wondered what it would feel like to touch them.

“I just don’t think they should have let her go on like that. It makes things seem . . . I don’t know, more out of control than they should. Like everyone knows the cops haven’t got a clue, so they’re hoping to appeal to whatever sad little scrap of humanity is left in this guy or something by having her beg for her daughter’s life. It just seems so . . . desperate.” Tara began flapping her left hand in the air, trying to dry her nails. She turned to Charlie. “And anyways, the dude’s obviously a psycho. Like he’s going to be turned from his evil ways by a crying old lady.”

“What do you mean, everybody knows the cops haven’t got a clue?” Charlie asked. “My dad’s practically living at the station! They’re gonna solve this. I know they will.”

Tara snorted. “The killer is taunting them. Leaving the hands on the steps of the police station like that . . . he’s pissing on their territory. No way the cops are going to solve this. They don’t even know where to get started.”

“Oh, and you do?” Charlie said, stuffing the pick back in the pocket of his jeans. “Why don’t you get your bad-ass psychic Nancy Drew self out there and catch the killer then, Tara?”

Tara scowled at him. “You’re just all pissed off at me because I said no to going to the stupid junior high dance with you tonight. I won’t hold your hand in the dark or pin an ugly-ass flower to my dress or dance to some cheesy Journey song with my head on your shoulder, so now you’re gonna be a total asshole? Way to win a girl’s heart, Romeo.”

Reggie sank back into the couch. She suddenly felt breathless.

Charlie’s face turned red, and he opened his mouth to say something, but then thought better of it and snapped it closed. He stomped out of the living room, slamming the front door.

Reggie wasn’t surprised that Charlie had asked Tara to the dance, and she was glad that Tara had refused. But still, she couldn’t help feeling this sort of sickly green resentment for Tara bubble up from the pit of her stomach.

“Jerkwad,” Tara mumbled, staring at the door Charlie had just slammed. She finished her nails, screwed the top on the bottle of polish, and dropped it into her purse. Then she blew on her fingertips, inspected her handiwork, and turned to Reggie and asked, “Any word from your mom yet?”

Reggie shook her head.

“I don’t like it. Your mom disappearing right now like this. Maybe we should go, like, look for her or something.”

“She’s down in New Haven,” Reggie said. “She’s probably hanging out with her theater friends.”

“Probably,” Tara said, fiddling with her hourglass necklace.

“Is it true?” Reggie asked. “Did Charlie really ask you to the dance?” She knew she should let it go, that hearing more about it would just add to the torture, but since she couldn’t stop herself from thinking about it, she figured asking wouldn’t make it much worse.

Tara gave a quick nod. “Can you believe it?” she asked.

Yes, Reggie thought. Yes, I can. The dance was that night, and practically the whole school was going. They’d had their stupid graduation ceremony in the auditorium the day before, all of them lined up while parents clapped and fanned themselves with programs because there was no air-conditioning and it was airless and hot as hell. Reggie’s mom hadn’t shown, but Lorraine and George had been there, sitting in the front row, fidgeting like their clothes didn’t fit them right. George had brought Reggie a bouquet of really ugly carnations that had been dyed orange. Tara’s mom hadn’t shown up either. Charlie’s dad came at the last minute, once the ceremony was over, and gave Charlie a congratulatory thump on the back that nearly knocked Charlie off his feet.

“Are you gonna go?” Reggie asked. “Not with him, I mean, but at all?”

Tara shook her head. “No way. It’s for losers.”

“Yeah,” Reggie agreed. “I’m not going either.”

So that was it. She would never set foot in Brighton Falls Junior High again. Somehow she’d expected a more dramatic ending to that part of her life. She’d expected to feel different in some way, like the eighth-grade diploma that sat rolled on top of her desk actually symbolized something.

Stupid.

“Hey, can I tell you something?” Tara asked.

Reggie nodded.

Tara’s eyes looked big and owlish. “I went to her house.”

“Whose house?” Reggie asked.

“Andrea McFerlin’s,” she whispered excitedly. “His first victim.”

“Wait, what?” Reggie stammered. “Why would you go to her house?”

Tara’s eyes glistened. She licked her lips. “I don’t know, Reg. After that day with the Ouija board, in the tree house? I just couldn’t stop thinking about her, you know? So I looked her up in the phone book. She lived over on Kemp, way out at the end. A little yellow house with a kiddie pool in the yard. I rode my bike. I knocked on the door, but no one answered. So I went around back. And I peeked in the windows.”

“Jesus, Tara! If anyone had seen you, they would have called the cops.”

She shook her head dismissively. “But they didn’t. Anyway, I looked in, and you know what I saw? This big old dollhouse. One of those Barbie Dream Townhouse things with the elevator and shit? Right in the middle of the living room. And I was thinking about those poor little kids losing their mama, and how cool the Dream Townhouse was, but how it didn’t really matter anymore because they’d lost the most important thing and their little lives were pretty much changed forever. Then the next thing I knew—” She stopped, looked at Reggie, said, “You gotta swear not to tell anyone this. Not even Charlie.”

Reggie nodded.

“The next thing I knew, I was in Andrea’s house. The freaking back door was unlocked. So I walked right in.” Tara eyed Reggie cautiously, like she was wondering if she should be telling her all this.

“You broke in?” Reggie gasped.

“I said, the door was open,” she snapped. Then she seemed to relax, brushing a strand of hair out of her eyes. “And it didn’t feel like trespassing,” she said almost dreamily. “It felt like . . . like the place was familiar. It was like I wasn’t me. Like I was her and I was coming home.” She gave a shy smile.

“Tara,” Reggie said, “I don’t think —”

“Just let me finish, Reg,” Tara said, holding up her hand with its freshly painted nails. “I got inside and I sat down at the dollhouse. All the furniture was in the wrong place—there was a bed in the kitchen and the bathtub was up on the roof. It was like Cyclone Barbie had hit—clothes everywhere, naked dolls on the floor.” She reached into the pocket of her torn jeans and pulled something out, holding it clasped tightly in her fist.

“I found this there,” she said. Then, like a magician producing a rabbit from the air, she opened her hand in a dramatic, tah-dah way. And there in her palm was a tiny pink doll’s shoe with a high heel.

“You took that? A Barbie shoe?” Reggie said, squinting in disbelief at the shoe. “Why?”

Tara shrugged, clearly disappointed by Reggie’s reaction, and tucked the tiny shoe back into her pocket. “I just wanted something from her. From Andrea. A little piece of them. Something solid and real. Something they’d never miss. Do you understand?”

Reggie just stared. She did not understand.

“Swear you won’t tell anyone, Reg. Please.”

 

CHARLIE SPENT THE NEXT few days avoiding Tara and keeping himself busy with his lawn-mowing business. Reggie hated not seeing him, so she offered to help him do lawns. Charlie put her in charge of the Weedwacker and gave her a third of whatever he earned. On Wednesday morning, when they were in front of Charlie’s house, gassing up for the first lawn of the day, Reggie finally brought up Tara.

“You really like her, huh?”

Charlie didn’t respond. He poured gas into the Lawn-Boy, then screwed the cap on.

“I just miss us all hanging out together,” Reggie said. “Summer vacation is gonna suck if you two don’t start talking again.” She didn’t say what she really wanted to—that she was actually kind of worried about Tara. The thing with the Barbie shoe seemed . . . well, it seemed more than a little eccentric; it seemed possibly certifiably crazy.

“You don’t get it,” Charlie said.

“What? What don’t I get?”

“How impossible it is for me to be around her.”

Reggie bit her lip. “I do get it,” she said.

Charlie shook his head dismissively, like she was a kid who didn’t understand anything. He stood up and started pushing the mower down the street. Their first lawn was the widow Mrs. Larraby, who lived five houses down from Charlie. Reggie finished putting gas in the string trimmer and joined him. They worked together, both engines screaming, the smell of cut grass and gasoline following them. Reggie did around the house and along the rock wall at the back edge of Mrs. Larraby’s yard. Charlie walked back and forth in neat rows.

When Reggie was done, she sat and watched him finish up. The morning was hot and Charlie’s back was soaked with sweat. She could see it running down the back of his neck, which was already tan. She imagined herself touching him there, how warm and moist it would be, how if her fingers circled around, they’d be at the front of his neck, touching his Adam’s apple, moving down to the hollow beneath it. She longed to put her fingers there, in this soft indentation above his collarbone.

Mrs. Larraby came outside with two glasses of cold lemonade and Charlie stopped the mower.

“Have you heard?” she asked as she handed Reggie a heavy glass wet with condensation. “That waitress from the Silver Spoon was found this morning. Strangled, poor thing, just like that other girl. She was on the front lawn of the town library, naked except for the bandages. Her body was laid out right next to the statue there.” Mrs. Larraby shuddered.

Reggie could picture it clearly—the granite statue of a stack of books, the word Knowledge engraved beneath. And there, in its early morning shadow, was Candy’s body.

How about a little sugar for Candy?

 

WHEN REGGIE GOT HOME to Monique’s Wish, she headed down the hallway to the kitchen. Lorraine was talking in the living room, and she sounded pissed off. Was she on the phone? And then, Reggie heard her mother’s voice. The relief flooded through her, a physical sensation. She stayed in the kitchen, out of sight, and listened.

“I won’t have it,” Lorraine hissed. “Not in this house. If Father were here—”

“Don’t you dare start in about what Daddy would say,” Vera warned. “And if you want to go down that road, may I remind you that you of all people are in no position to judge me.”

“I don’t know what—”

“Oh you know exactly what I mean. Call me whatever names you want. You’re no saint, Lorraine. Don’t think I don’t know what goes on in that garage of yours.”

Then Reggie heard the unmistakable sound of a hand slapping a face and little grunting noise.

Footsteps came toward her. Reggie looked around the kitchen frantically—could she hide somewhere? But then Lorraine was in the kitchen.

“Regina,” she said, voice shaking. Lorraine’s face was pale. She had on the old fishing vest and hat. Reggie froze, waiting to see what might happen next. Lorraine looked at Reggie a moment, then continued through the kitchen, down the hall, and out the front door. Reggie looked out the window and watched Lorraine cross the driveway and enter the garage.

What did Lorraine do in the garage other than tie flies for trout fishing?

Reggie went into the living room and found her mother sitting on the couch, hand on her cheek. She was wearing a shiny blue dress Reggie had never seen before.

“Hey,” Reggie said. “You okay?”

“Fine,” Vera told her. “Just fine.” She pulled her hand away from her cheek and Reggie saw that it was bright red.

Reggie looked away, down at her sneakers covered in grass clippings, and fiddled self-consciously with the new ear.

Reggie had always been a quiet kid, even with her own family, and part of the reason for this was that she never knew the right thing to say. Words didn’t come easily to her, they were stumbling blocks rather than lines of connection. And only later, after the fact, when she was replaying conversations in her head late at night, did the right words come—a cruel joke, too little, too late.

Now, as she watched her mother move her ruined hand up to her reddened cheek again, Reggie had to say something that would break the spell. But even as she opened her mouth and felt the words tumbling out, she realized once again she was saying the wrong thing.

“Candace Jacques is dead,” Reggie told her.

“What?” her mother asked, moving her scarred hand away from her face, putting it carefully in her lap, under her left hand.

“They found her body in front of the library this morning. Strangled. Just like Andrea McFerlin.”

As soon as she saw her mother’s face, it hit harder than ever: this was real life, and Candace Jacques had been a real person—a woman who ate burgers with onions and took the time to wrap up a slice of pie for her mother at the end of a long shift. She wasn’t just a news story but an actual, physical person. Reggie suddenly understood why Tara had ridden out to Andrea McFerlin’s house; why she carried that little pink Barbie shoe everywhere. It was proof. Proof that this woman existed beyond the full-color photo on the front page of the Hartford Examiner.

“My God,” was all Vera said, the tears starting. Then she turned and left the room, climbing the dark wooden steps of their failed castle.


Chapter 13

October 16, 2010

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

“I DON’T REALLY CARE for pizza,” Lorraine said for the third time as she frowned at what remained of the slice on her plate.

“Well, we had to eat, didn’t we?” Reggie snapped, honestly a little relieved that Lorraine had set fire to the fish that would have peered up from their plates with gruesome little eyeballs. “And Mom seems to be enjoying it.”

Vera was sitting up in bed, having her second slice. The medical supply store had delivered an electric hospital bed, a walker, and a bedside commode and set everything up in Vera’s old bedroom. Reggie and Lorraine had dragged two dining room chairs up and were eating greasy Domino’s Pizza off of good china plates balanced on their laps. It was only seven o’clock and Reggie was exhausted. The pizza was the first solid food she’d put into her stomach all day, and she was starting to wonder if it had been the greatest choice.

Reggie had offered to cook, only to discover the fridge was empty except for skim milk, margarine, some limp carrots, and a freezer full of Stouffer’s macaroni and cheese. “I’ll go shopping first thing tomorrow,” Reggie had said.

The live-in nurse Lorraine had hired was due to arrive any minute.

Reggie had been very skeptical of her aunt’s ability to hire someone qualified. “Did you find her through a service?”

Lorraine smiled tightly. “She’s someone I know.”

“But she’s experienced, right?” Reggie pushed. “You asked for her résumé and references?”

“She’s a registered nurse with hospice experience. More importantly than that, she’s someone we can trust.”

Reggie imagined one of the dowdy old women Lorraine knew through her work at the Historical Society, probably hadn’t worked for fifteen years. It couldn’t hurt to explore other options.

But she had spent nearly an hour on the phone with Medicaid, the county home health and hospice service, and a private duty nursing agency. In the end, she hadn’t been able to find anyone who could start right away. There was all kinds of bullshit about Vera not being a Connecticut resident, and Reggie had to agree to give her aunt’s candidate a try. She’d meet her, ask for references, and make different arrangements as soon as possible if necessary.

The doorbell rang and Lorraine shot up excitedly. “She’s here. I’ll show her in.”

Reggie stayed in the bedroom, pulling her phone out to check for messages. There was one from Len. Reggie smiled, listening: “Hey. Just checking in to see how Worcester’s going. I miss you. Call me when you get back to town.”

The truth was, she missed him, too. She wished she could call him, tell him everything that had happened to her today. Soon, she promised herself. When she had a better handle on things. Once things with the nurse were squared away, maybe Reggie would drive back home for a couple of days to catch up on some work and see Len.

Reggie stuck the phone back in her bag and grabbed another slice.

“Good pizza, huh, Mom?”

Vera said nothing but took another bite.

“Who am I kidding? It’s crap. But anything’s better than hospital food. And whatever they fed you in the shelter. Did you have meals there at the shelter? Or did you have to go someplace else? A soup kitchen or something?”

Her mother smiled. “Sister Dolores made sure I got enough to eat. Ham on Tuesdays. Fish on Fridays. Learn and clean and serve.”

Reggie set down her plate. “Sister Dolores, huh? Did she work at the shelter?”

What the hell was Learn and clean and serve? It occurred to Reggie that she should have asked the broccoli-in-her-teeth social worker for a few more details about where her mother had come from. Reggie had Carolyn Wheeler’s card in her bag—she’d give her a call in the morning.

“Regina?” Lorraine said from the doorway. “Everything okay?”

“Peachy,” Reggie said, plastering a nice fake smile on her face as she prepared to meet the stodgy old nurse whom she could hear shuffling down the hall toward them. Reggie visualized a woman in an old-fashioned nurse’s uniform, complete with a little white cap. White chunky shoes, maybe, with orthotics and support hose.

Behind Lorraine, a figure appeared in the doorway who was neither old nor dressed in anything resembling a nurse’s uniform. She wore jeans, knee-high biker boots, and a Jackson Browne T-shirt with a hooded zip-up sweatshirt over it. She had long coppery hair in a braid and a pierced nose, and was shouldering a black backpack.

Reggie did a double take.

“Tara?”

“Mrs. Dufrane,” Tara said, going straight for Vera’s bed and touching her lightly on the arm. “It’s so good to see you again.”

Reggie would know her anywhere, even without the thick black eyeliner, spiked hair, and hourglass necklace (which Reggie herself now wore, hidden under her shirt). Tara ignored Reggie, her gaze focused on Vera. Reggie flashed her aunt a what-the-hell-is-this? look and Lorraine responded with a big, proud smile.

“I’m not Mrs. Dufrane,” Vera complained, dry lips pursed in a tight little bow. “I’m not Mrs. Anyone.”

Tara smiled. “How about Vera, then? Would that be okay? And you can call me Tara. I’m not Mrs. Anyone either.” She gave Vera a wink. “I’m an old friend of Reggie’s. Do you remember?”

Vera nodded, but there was no recognition in her eyes.

“I had crazy hair back then, black with blond tips.”

Vera smiled. “Did you know I was the Aphrodite Cold Cream girl?”

“I did. And you know what—I remember seeing the old ad. I’m going to see if I can find a copy and we can frame it and put it right on your wall. Would you like that, Vera?”

Vera smiled.

“Now I’m going to go put all my stuff away and get settled while you finish up your dinner. Then I’ll come in and make sure you have all your medicine and maybe help you get ready for bed. That sound like a plan?”

Reggie’s mother gave a little nod and went back to picking at her pizza.

Tara turned toward Lorraine, adjusting the backpack on her shoulder. “Which room am I in?”

“Father’s old room,” Lorraine said, smiling. “I’ve fixed it up for you, put on clean bedding.”

Reggie stepped between them. “I’ll show you,” she said. Tara looked at her for the first time, a familiar mischievous sparkle in her eyes.

“Good idea,” said Lorraine, gathering the china plates they’d eaten on. “You go help her get settled.”

 

REGGIE’S HEAD WAS SPINNING. “You’re a nurse? For real?” She sounded like an awkward thirteen-year-old. So much for the third degree she was planning to give Lorraine’s candidate.

“Yep. For the past fifteen years. I worked on the oncology floor at Hartford Hospital for a few years, then for a home health and hospice agency. I still do that some, but mostly it’s private duty these days. I like it. I’m on my own, no one breathing down my neck. You want to see my license?” Tara said. She’d laid her backpack out on the neatly made single bed and was unzipping it. “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours,” she said with a teasing grin. “If architects even have licenses.”

“How’d you know what I do?”

Tara gave a barking laugh. “Shit, Reggie! You think that just because you move away and never come back that you’re off the radar completely? That you don’t exist anymore?” Tara took out a stack of neatly folded T-shirts and carried them to an open drawer. Reggie noticed an ornate tattoo on Tara’s right wrist—a black bird with a wing that was all wrong—bent and broken. It circled Tara’s wrist like a strangely macabre bracelet. Reggie imagined the sleeve of Tara’s hoodie pulling up, wondered if she’d still be able to see traces of the scars. Tara caught her looking and Reggie’s face flushed.

“No,” Reggie said, looking away. Then she faced Tara again, telling herself it was ridiculous to feel the same childish awe, the familiar sense of being undone and entirely at Tara’s mercy. “It’s just that—”

“You’re not just any architect, though, are you?” Tara cocked one eyebrow. “You’re one of the top green architects in the Northeast according to Four Walls.” There was a slight mocking tone to her voice.

“How did you—”

“Have you heard of the Internet? Google? Amazing the shit you can find on there.”

“Mmmm, very funny, Tara.”

Tara gave a little nod and a smirk—an acknowledgment—yes, that was funny, thank you for noticing.

“But believe it or not, I actually subscribe to Four Walls. I like to read, and I have this thing for magazines, especially all those glossy house mags. They help take my mind off the fact that I live in a hovel. They’re full of such promise, aren’t they? I mean, they’re selling you the actual magazine, but it’s more than that—it’s the fantasy of the ideal life you’ll have once you get a perfect kitchen with classic triangle work area and stainless steel appliances. It’s kind of sickening, but fascinating and addictive, too.”

Reggie smiled. “You haven’t changed at all.”

Tara took another pile of clothing from her bag and gave Reggie a sly grin from over the top of it. “Do any of us really?”

Reggie liked to think she’d changed, morphed into a new self-confident woman who was in charge of her own life. But standing there, she felt like she was thirteen again, and Tara was in control of whatever happened next.

“I still can’t believe you’re a nurse,” Reggie admitted.

“What, you don’t think I’m the nurturing type?” Tara laughed. “Yeah, it’s weird. But I love it. I can’t imagine doing anything else. I don’t know . . . probably a shrink would tell me I got into nursing because of what happened with Sid. Because part of me is still trying to save him, to fix what happened.” She looked at Reggie, who turned away. Reggie had locked so many memories away in boxes in the back of her mind; she couldn’t open them all at once.

“I still don’t understand. How did Lorraine come to hire you?”

“We ran into each other a few months back. I was taking care of a friend of hers from the Historical Society. She stopped by for a visit and I was there working. We talked a little then, mostly about you. Then, when she got the phone call about your mom this morning, she looked me up and asked if I was available. How could I refuse?”

Reggie shook her head. “I’m sorry. I guess I’m still in shock. I didn’t expect that you’d still be in town, much less that you’d be the nurse Lorraine hired to look after my mother.”

Tara grinned. “Funny how things work out, isn’t it?” There was that mischievous little sparkle in her eyes, giving Reggie the absurd idea that Tara had been expecting this all along, planning for it, maybe. Reggie pushed the thought away—there was no way Tara could have predicted Vera’s return. But wasn’t it a little odd that Tara didn’t seem at all surprised by this new turn of events? Here she was unpacking, settling into Monique’s Wish like it was the most normal thing in the world.

Reggie, for the first time in years, thought about her mother’s theory about everyone on earth being connected by threads, making this great big spiderweb. Maybe some connections were stronger than others and pulled people back into one another’s lives when they least expected.

“So, do you have a family?” Reggie asked. “Husband? Kids?”

Tara shook her head. “Are you kidding? Who would I find to put up with me?”

Reggie laughed a little too loud.

“How about Charlie?” Reggie asked. “Have you heard anything about him?”

Tara nodded. “He’s still in town. Sells real estate. He has an office downtown, near the green. You should stop in and say hi.” Tara looked directly into Reggie’s eyes, gauging her reaction to this news.

Reggie gave a careful poker-faced nod, thinking how bizarre it would be to pop into Charlie’s office. She tried to imagine what he might look like now: Charlie the Realtor. Had he gotten married? Did he have a house full of little Charlie Juniors with a tree house in the back? Did he ever sit with them there in the afternoon, feeling the tree sway, and tell them, I used to have a friend with a tree house. . .

Tara continued unpacking. Reggie felt like she was spinning through time: here one minute, then back to her thirteen-year-old self the next. And there was Tara: the sun Reggie orbited around.

“What’s that?” Reggie said, her eye catching on the paperback that was clearly visible now that Tara had unpacked the last of her clothing. She felt the hairs on the back of her neck rise.

“What?” Tara said, looking down into the bag. Her face reddened. “Oh, this,” she said, pulling out a dog-eared copy of Neptune’s Hands: The True Story of the Unsolved Brighton Falls Slayings.

“What are you doing with it?” Reggie snapped. It felt like another one of Tara’s tests, one of her games. The book was there in plain sight—she was just waiting for Reggie to notice, waiting to see what Reggie would do next.

“Like I said, I read.” Tara held the book out and Reggie leaned away from it, as if it were a venomous snake.

This was bullshit. Bringing that book into Monique’s Wish was a completely fucked-up thing to do.

“But that woman . . . the things she said about my mother . . .”

“I know,” Tara said. “She crossed the line.”

“Why do you even have it? And what were you thinking, bringing it here?”

Tara looked down at the old paperback, running her fingers over the cover—a raised shiny silver trident dripping blood.

“When your aunt called, told me about your mom, and offered me the job, I didn’t hesitate. You remember how things were with my own mom—working all the time, drinking, hardly even noticing if I was living or dead. Your family was like my second family, my real family, the one that mattered. The one that cared if I ate dinner or how much I swore. Remember that? The way Lorraine would always get so flustered and offended when I even said the word damn?”

Reggie nodded, feeling like she was being manipulated, like Tara was doing what Tara did best. There was a familiar comfort in being pulled along, told just what she wanted to hear.

“Anyway, when I got off the phone with Lorraine, I remembered the book. I bought it when it came out, haven’t read it since. But I thought I might reread it now. I know it’s shitty, the way she wrote about your mom, but this Martha Paquette lady did her research. She got a lot of the facts of the case right. There are police reports and interviews in here. Dates, times, facts about the victims. It’s full of clues, Reg.” Tara’s eyes were all lit up and she was rocking on the balls of her feet. Then suddenly, as if realizing that Reggie noticed her building excitement, she toned it down a notch. “Anyway,” she said, clearing her throat, “I was thinking that I should brush up. You know, in case your mom says anything. Or remembers anything.”

“So what, you’re hoping to crack the case by rereading the book and listening to my mom’s morphine-addled paranoid fantasies?”

Tara shrugged.

“Just don’t let Lorraine catch you with that,” Reggie said, nodding at the book. “She’ll fire you on the spot.”

Tara nodded, looking around the room. She walked over to the bookcase full of heavy bound classics and tucked Neptune’s Hands behind Gulliver’s Travels and War and Peace.

“Our secret,” Tara said, and just then, she pulled up the sleeve of her sweatshirt, exposing just the faintest edge of the pale skin of her forearm, and Reggie made herself look away, not wanting to see.

“I’m going to go do some unpacking myself,” Reggie said, turning to go.

“Reg,” Tara called. Reggie stopped and turned back to face her. “It looks like you’re bleeding.”

Reggie looked down at her arm and saw her cut had reopened and blood was seeping through her sloppy Band-Aid work.

“Let me see,” Tara said, reaching for Reggie’s arm. Tara’s touch gave Reggie a little electric jolt. “Do you remember?” Tara asked quietly, peeling back the Band-Aid to inspect the cut.

“I had a little accident with window glass,” Reggie said, cutting Tara off before she could go any further. Tara let it go, turned away, grabbed a kit from her backpack, and pulled out gauze and tape. She cleaned the area with an antiseptic towelette, then put a fresh pad of gauze over it.

“Reg, I’m sorry,” she said as she ripped off medical tape. “About everything.”

And Reggie nodded, though she wasn’t sure if  Tara was talking about Vera, or about all that had transpired years ago between the two of them.

Tara’s next words answered her question. “It wasn’t your fault, you know. I’m the one who made him do it. And it was my idea to run away after.” She kept her eyes on the work she was doing, carefully applying tape around the edges of the gauze.

Reggie breathed out a long, slow breath. “There’s this thing. It’s called free will.”

Reggie had never told a soul what had happened that night. Lorraine had asked her after, why it was that Tara and Charlie didn’t come around anymore. Reggie would look away, make up some story about new friends, people changing, moving on. Lorraine imagined that it had something to do with what had happened to Vera: that it was all just too much for Tara and Charlie somehow.

There were times, over the years, when Reggie ached to tell someone the truth. To confess.

Me and my friends, we did this terrible thing.

Tara finished with the tape. She smiled, shook her head, and looked at Reggie, then away. “Sometimes we’re at the mercy of other people. We don’t even understand the power they have over us until it’s too late.”

“But Charlie—”

“I’m not just talking about me and Charlie. I’m talking about me and you.”


Chapter 14

June 15, 1985

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

“HO-LY SHIT!” TARA SAID, smacking the latest edition of the Hartford Examiner with her open palm. They were in the garage, and Tara was sprawled across the old, patched leather couch in the corner while Reggie searched her aunt’s workbench. The garage was dark and airless; the only light came from a small, dusty window and a metal lamp clamped onto the wall over Lorraine’s workbench. So far, all Reggie had found was fly-fishing junk—vises, clamps, scissors, wire cutters along with endless quantities of hooks, feathers, beads, and fake fur.

“Candace Jacques had eaten lobster, too!” Tara squealed. “He cut off her hand, kept her alive for four freaking days, fed her boiled lobster, and strangled her—just like Andrea McFerlin! And listen to this—the son of a bitch has a name now!

“ ‘An anonymous source at the Brighton Falls Police Department reports that after Candace Jacques’s stomach contents were discovered, the detectives working the case nicknamed the killer Neptune.’ ” Tara looked up from the paper, eyes glittering. “That must have been Charlie’s dad. How cool is that? His dad gets to name a serial killer! God, this reporter is awesome. What’s her name . . . Martha! Whose name is really Martha? Anyways, sounds like she’s got some secret inside source. She’s getting stuff the TV news people don’t have a clue about.” Reggie could practically feel the electric hum of excitement pulsing off Tara’s body.

Tara went back to the paper and read aloud, “ ‘The official statement from chief of police Vern Samson is that they are following leads and actively looking for a connection between these two women.’ ” Tara scowled. “No shit!” she yelped. “I wonder how much they really know. Maybe Charlie’s heard something. His dad can’t be totally secretive about every little detail.”

Charlie and Tara hadn’t spoken in a week, since the day of the eighth-grade dance, and work on the tree house was at a standstill.

“Maybe you should call Charlie and ask?” Reggie said quietly.

Tara shrugged. “So tell me again what we’re doing in Lorraine’s lair?” she asked, tossing the paper aside and getting up off the beat-up couch.

“Looking.”

“For what?” Tara asked.

“I’m not sure. Anything that doesn’t have to do with fishing, I guess. All my mom said was ‘I know what goes on in that garage.’ ”

“Ooh, I love the idea that Lorraine’s got some kind of dark secret,” Tara said, looking around. She pulled a pair of green rubber waders off a hook on the wall. “Maybe Lorraine puts these on, rubs fish guts all over herself, and struts around naked.”

“Eew!”

“Hey, I almost forgot to tell you,” Tara said, hanging the waders back up. “I’m a sister.”

“Huh?”

Tara kept her back to Reggie, rubbing her thumb over the rusty nail that the green waders hung from. “Remember how I told you about how my dad has this young girlfriend and she was pregnant? Well, we got a card in the mail yesterday. She had the baby a couple weeks ago. A girl.”

“Oh,” Reggie said. “That’s cool, I guess.”

Tara turned back to face Reggie. “My mom’s freaking. She actually kind of slapped me last night.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.” Tara snorted. “Can you believe it? She was all like, ‘Maybe if you hadn’t been such a freak then he wouldn’t have wanted another kid.’ Like it’s my fault he knocked up this chick?”

Reggie let out a shaky breath. “That really sucks,” she said lamely.

“Yeah, whatever. She’ll get over it. Drink enough brandy and she’ll forget damn near anything. Which reminds me, okay if I crash at your place tonight?”

“Of course, yeah.”

“Cool,” Tara said, coming over. She dropped down to her knees to examine the boxes stacked beside Lorraine’s workbench.

Reggie turned back to the bench. She’d been through it and found nothing out of the ordinary—no secret stash of booze, horse-racing forms, or pornography. Lorraine’s fishing rods, some nets, and a metal chain stringer hung on a wall. Pushed to the back of the garage were tires, boxes of old Christmas decorations, some scrap lumber, and a trash can full of sand they used on the driveway in the winter.

“Oh my God, are those eyeballs?” Tara shrieked, pulling out a cardboard box from the pile and peering in, disgusted, but clearly captivated.

Reggie looked in and saw tiny glass eyes with wires on the back, a filleting knife, scalpel, box of Borax, spool of black thread, and needles. There was also a plastic bottle of formaldehyde solution and a paper bag full of sawdust.

“Lorraine’s taxidermy stuff.”

“No shit? She actually stuffs dead things?”

“She’s just done a couple of fish. One was a total wreck and had to be thrown away, but she kept the second.” Reggie went over to the mounted fish nailed to the back wall of the garage. Its color was all wrong, the scales were falling off, and it had weird bulges in the middle, like a snake that had eaten a sledgehammer. The whole thing was strangely shiny, like it had been dipped in lacquer. The worst part was the visible stitching, done in thick black thread, along the fish’s belly.

“Oh my God,” Tara said. “It’s Franken-fish!”

“She actually had it hanging in the living room for a while, but my mom kept throwing it away. Lorraine finally got the hint and put it up out here.”

“Your aunt is one strange lady.”

“No shit,” Reggie said, turning from the grotesque trout.

“But then again, we’ve all got our weird stuff. Our little secrets we don’t tell anyone.” Tara reached for her bag, pulling out cigarettes. She held the pack out to Reggie, who shook her head.

Tara sat back down on the couch and smoked in silence for a minute, watching Reggie, maybe even waiting for her to confess secrets of her own.

Reggie’s head was starting to ache. The garage felt dark and airless and she was sure she could smell a trace of formaldehyde in the air mixed with the fishy scent that seemed to follow Lorraine wherever she went.

“I have something show to you,” Tara said. “A secret thing just between me and you,” she promised. “Come closer.”

Reggie crossed the garage and perched on the edge of the couch next to Tara.

Tara put out her cigarette on the stained cement floor, then reached into her black tattered bag. She pulled out a small silver box the size of a Zippo lighter and opened it, revealing a rectangular piece of black fabric. Tara unfolded it slowly as Reggie watched. Inside was a razor blade. Tara picked it up carefully, studied it a moment, a grin on her face.

Reggie’s heart started to pound. “Is it for cocaine?” she asked, wondering if maybe Tara was a secret drug addict. She’d heard of kids in high school doing it at parties, but she’d never seen any in real life, only on TV.

“No, dummy. It’s something way better than that. Watch,” she said. Tara pulled up the leggings on her left calf and brought the blade to her skin. Slowly, carefully, she drew the blade across, her eyes wide. A little sigh escaped her mouth. Reggie could see that the calf was covered in thin scars, like delicate etchings on glass. She was making her own spiderweb across her leg.

“Now you try,” Tara said, holding out the blade, still wet with her own blood.

“What?” Reggie gasped. Her eye went back to the trout with its row of sloppy black stitches.

“It’s easy. Just one little cut.”

“I can’t,” Reggie said, panic rising.

“Sure you can.”

Reggie shook her head. “I’m not like you.”

Tara smiled, leaned closer to Reggie, so close that when she spoke, Reggie felt the vibrations of Tara’s words sinking into the skin of her face, down through the bones of her skull, reverberating in her addled brain.

“Yes, you are,” Tara said. “You’re just like me. I’ve known it all along.”

Reggie took the blade, pulled up the leg of her jeans. Her hand trembled as she let it hover above her skin. What was she doing even considering this? Trying to impress Tara? To do this sick little bonding ritual just so that Tara would consider her an equal?

No, Reggie decided. This wasn’t about Tara. This was about Reggie being scared of something and wanting to prove to herself that she could do it anyway. And shit, if she could survive a dog ripping her ear off, this would be a piece of cake.

“You know you want to,” Tara said. “One cut. That’s all. It’ll make everything else go away. I promise.” Tara kept her eyes focused on the blade in Reggie’s hand. “Trust me.”

Reggie made the cut quickly, pushing the blade down just a little, feeling the bright flash of pain as it bit into her skin, the amazing rush that came with it.

“That’s it,” said Tara, eyes huge. “Not too deep.”

Reggie pulled the blade away, watched the blood seep from the cut, hers and Tara’s mixed. At first it was like she was watching a film of some other girl with a razor blade in her hand. But the pain brought her back inside herself and she felt connected to her body in this whole new way. She was Reggie Dufrane, a thirteen-year-old girl. And for the first time she could remember, she was in control of something big, something dangerous.

“Didn’t that feel good?” Tara asked.

“Mmm,” Reggie said, closing her eyes, concentrating on the pain, melting into it.

Tara was right: for those few precious seconds, everything else faded away.

 

CHARLIE WAS ON HIS knees on the front lawn, tinkering with the string trimmer.

“Hey, stranger,” Tara said, practically skipping right up to him. After putting the razor blade away, Tara and Reggie had left the garage with this weird high—the world was suddenly brighter, and anything seemed possible. As they walked to Charlie’s, they’d kept catching each other’s eye and smiling these huge we’ve-got-a-secret smiles.

Charlie grunted a quick hello, barely giving Tara a glance before focusing back on the trimmer, which he was loading with new bright red nylon string.

“Hot day, huh?” Tara said.

Charlie kept winding string. His white T-shirt was soaked with sweat and grass stained. He smelled like gasoline.

“You got any Coke or anything inside?”

Charlie finished his job, reattached the spool, and stood up, wiping his hands on his grimy work shorts. “Come on in,” he said. They followed him toward his house.

“Crap,” he said, trying the door and finding it locked. “My dad must have locked it on his way out. He does things on autopilot these days.” Charlie grabbed the carved wooden house number, 17, that hung to the right of the door and rotated it counterclockwise. Charlie retrieved a key from the little niche hidden there and unlocked the door.

The little ranch house was cramped and dark, the dusty shades drawn. Reggie was sure she could still smell Mrs. Berr’s cigarette smoke. She half expected her to come around the corner from the kitchen, her latest Jell-O creation in hand.

Tara picked up and examined knickknacks and pictures arranged on dusty shelves while Charlie went to get them all Cokes.

“So is your dad at work?” Tara called out, wiping her hands on her jeans.

“It was supposed to be his day off, but he got called in.” Charlie passed them each a cold can of Coke and sat heavily on the Naugahyde couch. “Did you guys hear? Another hand was left.”

“What?” Tara said, so excited that she spilled soda all over her shirt. “When?”

“Just a couple hours ago.” Charlie watched as Tara lifted the dry lower edge of her shirt and used it to pat down the wet area, right over her chest. They could see her bare belly and the tiny bit of her black bra. Charlie looked like he was holding his breath.

“He’s picking up the pace,” Tara said excitedly. “Last time there was, what . . . a week or more between killing Andrea McFerlin and leaving Candace Jacques’s hand? It’s only been three days this time.”

Charlie nodded. “You know what my dad told me . . . he said he thinks this guy’s just getting started. He’s got a real taste for it now. It’s like an addiction. He won’t be able to stop.”

Reggie gave a little involuntary shiver. “Do they have any idea whose hand it is?”

“Don’t know,” Charlie said, taking a long sip of soda.

Tara reached into the pocket of her jeans and fiddled with something—the doll shoe probably.

“Has your dad said anything else about the case? Any suspects? A connection between the ladies he killed? I mean, do they even know the killer’s a man?” Tara asked, firing off the questions rapidly, letting them slam into each other. “Maybe it’s a woman, or a couple, or a crazy Satanic cult or something.” Her eyes were huge as she leaned toward toward Charlie, waiting for his response.

Charlie shook his head. “He hasn’t told me anything. Just the addiction thing he said as he was leaving today. To tell you the truth, I’m kind of worried about him.” Charlie set down his soda and began picking at loose thread on his shorts. “He’s barely eating. Not sleeping much. When he’s home, he’s shut up in his office. I guess I should be grateful that he’s off my back, but it’s weird the way he’s become kind of like the Invisible Dad. Sometimes I wake up in the middle of the night and he’s not here—he’s gone into work at like two in the morning. He looks like a freaking zombie.”

Reggie looked over at the shelves and studied the school photos of Charlie, snapshots of family vacations. Charlie had his mother’s eyes and nose. She’d been a slight woman with huge brown eyes, blond hair, and a toothy smile. There were also pictures of Stu Berr in his police uniform, and before that, in the army. He’d served as a medic in Vietnam. He was, Reggie guessed, about fifty pounds lighter back then. There was a snapshot of Stu and a bunch of other uniformed men standing in front of an ambulance, all holding tin cups, raising them into the air in a toast. They all had tired, haunted looks beneath their helmets, and wore heavy flak jackets, with what looked like a hundred pounds of gear strapped to them. And what were they toasting? Reggie wondered. Getting the hell out of Vietnam? The life that would come after, she imagined, glancing at the other photos—the wife, the son, the little green house, the promotion to detective?

“So he’s got an office here? Can we take a peek?” Tara asked, doing her best to sound nonchalant.

Charlie shook his head. “No freaking way. My dad would shoot me. Besides, he keeps it locked.”

“Seriously?” Tara asked.

“He’s got guns and shit in there. And confidential police papers. He’s gotta keep it locked.”

Tara made a sour face. “We could try picking it. If it’s an easy lock, I might be able to do it with a bobby pin.” She started looking through her bag. “I’m sure I’ve got one in here somewhere.”

Reggie thought about Tara going into Andrea McFerlin’s house. Had the back door really been open or had Tara picked the lock? The cut on her leg stung and she rubbed at it through her jeans, looked over at Tara, remembering the crisscrossed lines of scars on Tara’s leg.

“Is that why you came over?” Charlie snarled. “To look through my dad’s crap?”

Tara closed her bag and shook her head. “Nah. We came because we missed you. Now quit being a paranoid spaz.”

“Well, forget about the office,” Charlie said. “He’s got a huge padlock on the door.”

“Maybe—” Tara started to say.

Charlie interrupted her, eyes flashing with anger. “No way. I’m not even gonna let you try.”

“That’s fine,” Tara said. “Whatever.”

They were all silent for a minute. Tara tapped her chipped blue nails on her Coke can. She was bouncing her legs up and down, unable to hold still.

“I know,” Tara said, her body still for the moment. “Let’s play a game. Close your eyes, Charlie.”

He stared at her for a few seconds, then closed his eyes.

“Good boy,” she said. “Keep ’em closed nice and tight.” Tara slid off the couch and made her way over to the chair where Reggie was sitting. She put a finger over her lips, Shh, then straddled Reggie’s legs and leaned forward, and for half a second, Reggie thought Tara was going to kiss her. Instead, she gave her a crooked smile—a we’re-sharers-of-deep-secrets-smile—and put her hands gently around Reggie’s neck. Reggie looked up, a what-the-hell look, and Tara mouthed, It’s okay. Trust me.

“Open your eyes, Charlie,” she said.

“Tara, what are you —”

“I’m Neptune,” Tara said, tightening her grip around Reggie’s neck. The smile was gone now and her eyes looked dark and cruel. Her hands were cold and smelled like cigarettes. “And I’m giving you one minute to save my latest victim. Tell me why I do what I do.”

“This is stupid, Tara,” Charlie said.

“Answer the question,” she instructed, tightening her grip. Reggie tried to swallow and couldn’t. She held perfectly still, tried not to even breathe.

“Because it’s an addiction,” Charlie said impatiently.

“And?” Tara squeezed just a little tighter. Reggie made a gagging sound and reached up to pull Tara’s hands off her. She gripped Tara’s wrists, pulled and twisted, but Tara held tight.

“Quit it, Tara! You’re hurting her!” Charlie said, jumping up off the couch.

“Stay back and play by the rules, or she’s dead. I’m not Tara, I’m Neptune,” she hissed, voice deep and gravelly. When she spoke again it was a shout, “Now why do I do what I do?”

Reggie felt light-headed. She dug her nails into Tara’s wrists, tried to speak, but no words would come. She was inside a tunnel and there at the end of it, looking down at her, was Tara. Only she wasn’t Tara. She was a Neptune. A man with a shadowy face and lobster claws for hands—it wasn’t skin she was pinching and pulling on, not human wrists but a hideous exoskeleton.

“Tara!” Charlie grabbed her around the waist, yanking her off Reggie and throwing her to the floor. Reggie gasped, sucked in air. Her hands flew protectively to her aching neck, her crushed windpipe.

“You fucking idiot,” Charlie said, pinning Tara’s wrists to the ground, sitting on her hips so that she couldn’t move.

Tara smiled up at him. “You feel it now, don’t you?” Tara asked. “It’s power, pure and simple. The girl’s under you, her life is in your hands. It gives you a big old hard-on and there’s only one release. You’ve gotta kill her. And when you do, the whole universe is there in your hands. You’re like God.”


Chapter 15

October 17, 2010

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

REGGIE WOKE UP IN a cold sweat, heart pounding. She’d dreamed she was tied up in a dark cave and that someone was slipping a ring onto her finger. Then chopping her hand off.

Until death do us part.

“Shit,” she said, sitting up in her childhood bed, under the same quilt she’d slept under growing up—a Drunkard’s Path pattern her grandmother had made. The grandmother she’d never met, who’d died giving birth to Vera. When Reggie was a little girl, she’d heard the story and pictured her mother exploding out of her grandmother’s belly, like it was the force of  Vera’s very being that killed Monique somehow.

Reggie looked down at the pattern, remembered her mother staggering through the front door, straight for Reggie, curling up beside her, breathing gin-soaked secrets under the quilt. Drunkard’s Path.

The quilt, once a vibrant red and white, had faded to blotchy pink and dingy yellow. Reggie could see the tiny stitches done by hand connecting the blocks together, making the shapes into a path that seemed to stagger and sway.

Reggie stared up at the ceiling, the plaster crumbling and water stained. The roof must have been leaking for some time. Some of the stains were built of many rings, reminding Reggie of a topographical map. She studied the imaginary landscape on the ceiling, picturing mountains and valleys, wondering what it would be like to live there.

The door to her room creaked—she looked over and saw it closing slowly. Someone was behind it, out in the hall.

“Hello? Lorraine? Mom?” There was a shuffling sound, footsteps going back down the hall.

Her cell phone began to buzz. She rolled over, reaching it off the bedside table, and saw the glowing numbers on the digital clock: 7:32. Shit. She rarely slept past six. The phone vibrated in her hand and she checked the display: Len.

“Hey, you,” she said sleepily into the phone, one eye still on the door.

“Didn’t get you up, did I?”

“Nah. You know me, the queen of the early birds.”

“How’re things in Worcester?” he asked in almost a mocking tone, like he somehow suspected she wasn’t there at all.

“Not what I expected,” Reggie answered, telling herself she was being paranoid. Len was just being goofy. There was no way he could know she was lying to him. Still, guilt gnawed at her belly, and as good as it was to talk to him, she was eager to get off the phone before he picked up on it.

“And is that a good thing or a bad thing?” he asked.

“Hard to say.”

“Mmm,” Len said. He was silent a minute, waiting. She heard one of his cats meow, listened as he picked up his coffee and took a sip.

Reggie squirmed, switched the phone to her other ear.

“I’ll call you when I get back to town,” she said. “We can have that picnic.”

“Sounds like a plan,” he agreed.

“Talk soon, then.”

“Reg?”

“Yeah?”

“Nothing.” He sighed. “I’ll see you when you get back.”

She got out of bed and stretched. The room was the same way she’d left it, which was damn creepy. There was a framed M. C. Escher print above her bed—Drawing Hands: a lithograph of three-dimensional hands drawing themselves into existence. Some of her sketches were still on the bulletin board, including a self-portrait she’d done in charcoal—the lines blurred, her eyes two dark hollows: a ghostly raccoon girl looking up from the paper, asking her future self why she’d come back.

Reggie turned from the drawing, opened the closet door, and found the few pieces of clothing she’d left behind when she went off to college. There, on the top shelf, right where she’d left it, was the memory box.

A month after her mother’s hand was found, Reggie was sent to a counselor who specialized in grieving. He was a doughy-faced young man with sad eyes who was fond of argyle sweaters. One of the exercises he had her do was to make a memory box: a special treasure box full of Vera memorabilia. Reggie had used one of her grandfather’s old wooden cigar boxes, and, following the dough-boy’s instructions, had stuffed it full of things that would always remind her of her mother. Then she’d buried it on a shelf at the top of her closet and left it behind when she ran off to start a new life. Not exactly what the grief counselor had had in mind, but it worked for Reggie.

Reggie reached up and lifted the box down, blowing a layer of dust off the top. There was a full-busted, scantily clad woman on the label, leaning against a large globe. With trembling fingers, Reggie opened the hinged lid, peered in, and saw a jumble of notes, matchbooks, a folded page torn from an old magazine—her mother, the Aphrodite Cold Cream girl. Treat Yourself Like a Goddess.

Reggie snapped the lid closed and tucked the box back up on the shelf.

The room felt stuffy and airless. Reggie went to the window and tried to lift it, but it was stuck shut. She was about to pound on the bottom of the frame, then glanced down at the bandages from yesterday’s window glass mishap and thought better of it.

She pulled on a pair of jeans, grabbed her messenger bag, and went into the hallway, stopping to peer in at her mother, who was fast asleep. Vera’s mouth hung open, lips and chin crusted with sticky, white drool. The door to Tara’s room was closed, and she walked up to it, listening, but no sound came from the other side.

Reggie slipped down the stairs, carefully avoiding the ones that creaked—her body on autopilot, remembering little details she hadn’t thought of in years.

The kitchen was tidy but still smelled like smoke. She set her bag down by the table and inspected the damaged drywall—it would be an easy repair. She’d also need to take measurements and buy glass to fix the dining room window. She’d pick up materials when she went into town.

After searching through Lorraine’s carefully arranged cupboards, she finally came upon an old Mr. Coffee machine, a box of filters, and half a can of Chock full o’Nuts. God only knew how long it had been sitting in the cupboard, but it was better than nothing. While the coffee sputtered and perked, Reggie pulled out her sketch pad and made some notes. She made a grocery list, a reminder to go to a building supply place for window glass, drywall, tape, and Spackle, and to call the social worker to get the name and number of the shelter where Vera had been staying. She wrote down the name Sister Dolores and circled it. Then added, Learn and clean and serve.

There was a low knocking sound and Reggie froze, looking up at the ceiling, wondering who’d gotten up. Then she heard it again, louder this time. It was coming from the front door. Smoothing her hair, she went to the door, glanced through the window, and saw a young man in a cheap suit with overly large ears. A salesman? Or Jehovah’s Witness, maybe? Curiosity got the better of her and she cracked the door.

“Can I help you?”

He showed her a badge, and she had to work to hide her surprise. “Detective Edward Levi, Brighton Falls Police. I was hoping I could speak with Ms. Dufrane.” His large ears were redder than his face.

“Which one?” Reggie asked.

He looked taken aback.

“There are three Ms. Dufranes here at the moment, Detective.” She smiled when she said it, wanting to show him she wasn’t being a smart-ass.

“Yes, of course,” he said, rocking forward slightly to make himself look taller. “Vera. I’d like to speak with Vera Dufrane.”

“I’m afraid she’s asleep.”

“And you are?” He took out a notebook.

“Her daughter. Reggie Dufrane.” She watched him write down her name, misspelling it—Redgie. He held the pen so tight his fingers went pale. He fumbled in his blazer pocket and took out a business card, passing it to Reggie.

“Maybe you could call me later? When she wakes up?”

“Detective Levi,” Reggie said, looking down at the card with the embossed Brighton Falls Police Department seal. “I’m not sure you’re aware of my mother’s condition? She’s very sick, both physically and . . . otherwise. And the Worcester police and FBI already questioned her in the hospital.”

He nodded. “I understand. But no one from our department has met with her, and the crimes took place here in Brighton Falls. It’s procedure.”

Reggie smiled again, wondering why on earth they’d sent this young, bumbling detective. Then a sinking thought occurred to her—maybe this was the best Brighton Falls had to offer.

“Of course. You can see for yourself. I’ll call you later to set up a time to meet with her.”

“I appreciate it,” he said, backing up and nearly losing his balance on the steps.

 

“DID I HEAR SOMEONE at the door?” Lorraine asked, coming into the kitchen once Reggie had settled back down at the table.

“Brighton Falls’ finest, looking to talk to Mom,” Reggie said, holding the business card out to Lorraine, who glanced down at it, scowling.

Lorraine made a little clucking noise. “He was here yesterday, before you arrived. It seems he’s been assigned the Neptune case.”

Reggie laughed. “Well, it’s comforting to know they’ve put their very best cop on the case. The kid looks like he’s in high school, for God’s sake.”

Lorraine shook her head. “I know his parents. He graduated at the top of his class from Yale. He could have gone anywhere to work, but he chose to come back home and join the Brighton Falls Police Department. He’s their brightest star these days, rising right through the ranks. His mother’s very proud.”

“I’m sure she is,” Reggie said, unable to keep the sarcasm out of her voice.

Lorraine shuffled to the stove and put on the kettle.

Reggie looked back down at her list. “I don’t suppose you have wireless here?”

“Wireless what?”

“Um, Internet access? Wait—do you even have a computer?”

Lorraine shook her head. Reggie wasn’t sure if she imagined a certain smugness in Lorraine’s expression.

“I’ve been looking around—the place could stand some repairs, Lorraine,” Reggie said as she stood up, went to the counter, and poured herself a cup of coffee. It tasted like sludge, but she forced it down. “You need someone to come out and do some work on the roof. The slate shingles are in rough shape. It’s leaking in places. The boards underneath are probably rotted out, maybe even the rafters, too. Get one heavy load of snow and you’re in trouble.”

Monique’s Wish wasn’t in great shape, but at this point, it was still fixable. God knew Reggie had seen worse. Last year, she had done a passive solar retrofit she’d designed for a Quonset hut an old hippie couple had turned into their full-time home outside of Bennington—the Boston Globe did an article on it. It was an original hut that had been on the property since it was purchased as a surplus military building in 1948. When Reggie first saw it, she didn’t have much hope. But then she’d drawn up plans, gutted the building, reangled it, added insulation, put in masonry walls and floor for thermal mass, and covered the south side with windows. It ended up a light, cheerful place that the couple heated with only one cord of wood all winter. The Globe had quoted the owners as saying, “Dufrane is a magician. She makes the impossible possible.”

Lorraine pursed her lips as she fished a tea bag out of the box.

“Look,” Reggie said, “if it’s a question of money—”

Lorraine scowled. “It’s a good strong house. Father built it to last.”

“All houses need upkeep, Lorraine.”

The phone rang and Lorraine practically leapt for the old black rotary dial on the kitchen wall. Reggie couldn’t believe the phone still worked—it was probably old enough to be considered an antique.

“Hello? Yes, this is she.” Lorraine listened for a minute, then scrunched her face up as though she had smelled something hideous. “No! No comment. No. Absolutely not.” Lorraine slammed the phone down.

“Everything okay?” Reggie asked.

“It was a reporter from the Hartford Examiner.” Lorraine’s voice was shaky. “It seems they know your mother is alive.”

“Shit.” Reggie breathed. She’d expected it, but not this fast. But then again, she hadn’t expected the welcoming committee of firemen.

“No need for profanity,” Lorraine said.

“Okay,” Reggie said after taking another gulp of horrid coffee. “I’m going to run out and get some food and supplies. Stay here and lock the door. Don’t open it for anyone. Not even Detective Boy Wonder.”

The phone rang again.

“And don’t answer the phone,” Reggie advised, grabbing her bag and keys, hurrying from the kitchen.

 

REGGIE RETURNED TO MONIQUE’S Wish nearly three hours later, after a high-stress trip to the Super Stop & Shop (why, Reggie wondered, did everything have to be Super?), Starbucks, and Home Depot. She opened the back of the truck, and as she was grabbing several bags of groceries she heard tires crunching on the gravel behind her. She turned and saw a blond woman behind the wheel of white sedan. Reggie froze, bags in hands, as the woman jumped out of the car, a friendly grin on her face.

“Regina Dufrane? My God, is that really you?”

Reggie squinted at the woman with frosted blond hair. She was wearing a smart little business suit and pumps. Her face was heavily lined with wrinkles covered in pale foundation. There was something very familiar about her. A friend of Lorraine’s, maybe? Or a distant relative?

Reggie set the bags back down in her truck and walked around the car to study the woman face-to-face. “I’m sorry. You are—”

“Martha Paquette,” the frosted-haired woman answered with a smile that locked her face in a frightening grimace. She held out her hand to Reggie. “It’s so good to see you again, Regina.”

Reggie stepped back.

“How is she? Your mother? Has she said anything about her captivity?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Reggie said, hating how her voice shook. “This is private property. I’d like you to leave.”

Neptune’s Hands was Martha Paquette’s only big success. She’d written other books, but none of them worked. Reggie had seen the horrible reviews and couldn’t help but feel strangely satisfied.

Continuing to smile, Martha reached into her leather handbag and pulled out a photo. “I know she’s alive. And she’s here.” It was a picture of Reggie pulling her mother away from the group of firemen in the yard yesterday. Shit. The young firefighter with the cell phone must have snapped it. It was probably all over the Internet by now.

“You can’t just keep her hidden away,” Martha said. “There are questions that need answering. Now I know your mother turned up in a homeless shelter up in Worcester two years ago. And I also know that with her diagnosis, we don’t have much time. So what I think we need to focus on is—”

“Where did you hear that?” Reggie hissed, taking a menacing step toward Martha.

“If I could just talk to Vera, ask her a couple of questions, then I’m sure—”

“You’re not going anywhere near my mother! Now get the hell off our property before I call the police.”

Martha nodded, turned to open the door of her car. Then she looked back at Reggie. “He’s still out there, you know. I think we owe it to his victims, to Vera, to do all we can to bring him to justice.”

“And selling a few more books in the process wouldn’t hurt, would it?”

Martha ducked down and sat herself in the driver’s seat, shutting the door. She rolled down the window. “I’d invest in a security system. Some decent dead bolts at least.”

Reggie sighed deeply. “Why are you still here?” She pulled out her cell phone.

“You think that Neptune just let her go, Regina? You think that whoever he is, he’s going to just sit back and let her tell the world everything she knows?”


Chapter 16

June 18 and 19, 1985

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

“I’VE GOT SOMETHING FOR you, Reg,” George announced when she came into the kitchen. “It’s there on the table.”

George was sprinkling cheese on the top of the lasagna he’d just made. Lorraine was in front of the sink, washing lettuce for a salad. Vera sat at the table, legs crossed, sipping a gin and tonic. George came over and ate with them once a week or so, and sometimes he’d cook. Lorraine’s meals were a consistent rotation of fish, cube steak, and scalloped potatoes from a box. Vera didn’t make anything at all beyond coffee and cocktails. Reggie wasn’t even sure Vera knew how to turn on the oven. When George cooked, it was usually something Italian: meatballs, manicotti, stuffed shells—he made sauce from scratch and claimed it was his Sicilian grandmother’s secret recipe.

The kitchen smelled amazing—garlic and tomatoes and fresh basil all mingling together and making Reggie’s mouth water. She went to the table and saw a paper bag with her name on it. She opened it up and found a headlight and taillight for her bike, along with a pack of batteries.

“Thanks, Uncle George,” she said, and he gave her a you’re-welcome nod. She held the lights out for Vera to inspect. Vera gave an approving smile and lit a cigarette.

“We’re all a lot safer with George in the world, aren’t we?” Vera asked, hissing out a curl of smoke in his direction. He had his back to them, but Reggie could see his body stiffen.

“I brought some tools over, Reg. You and I can put the lights on after dinner,” George said, opening the oven and easing the heavy Pyrex dish of lasagna in. “I’ve got something for you too, Vera,” he said, wiping his hands on a kitchen towel.

“I’ve heard of Christmas in July, Georgie, but isn’t this still June?” she asked, smiling slyly. She held up her glass, rattled her ice cubes in his direction. “Be a love and fix me another drink, will you? Or is that against the AA code of conduct or something?”

George gave her a look Reggie couldn’t read—worry? Maybe even pity?

Lorraine was slicing tomatoes now but stopped and gave Vera an icy glare. “Don’t you think you’ve had enough?”

“Never mind, I’ll get it myself,” she said, pushing herself up, doing a swaying stagger-walk to the counter, where she mixed herself another drink that was heavy on the gin, light on the tonic.

“The lights really are great, Uncle George,” Reggie said again, voice as chipper and bright as she could make it. She loaded the batteries in and turned on the red flashing taillight. It blinked like an ambulance.

“Ready for your gift?” George asked once Vera was settled back at the table, fresh drink in her hand. He crossed the kitchen and grabbed his jacket from the back of the chair. From the right pocket, he pulled out a small present wrapped in tissue paper.

“For you,” he said, handing it over to Vera.

She put down her cigarette and accepted the gift. George watched, expectant and nervous, while Vera unwrapped the tissue paper, revealing a tiny, beautiful carved wooden bird.

“This isn’t like any duck I’ve ever seen,” she told him, turning it in her hand. Reggie leaned in to see that it had a long, gracefully curved neck, the feathers of the wings carved in perfect detail.

“Yes it is,” he said, smiling and adjusting his glasses. “It’s the ugly duckling,” he told her. “All her life she compares herself to others, thinks she doesn’t fit in; then she grows up and realizes she’s really a beautiful swan.” He stared at Vera, who kept her eyes on the carved bird in her hand.

Reggie held her breath, expecting her mother to come out with some mocking comeback line—Who are you calling an ugly duckling, Georgie?—but Vera was silent as she studied the swan, her head dropped down. Only when she raised it, Reggie saw that Vera’s eyes didn’t look mischievous or even angry—only sad.

Lorraine made a disapproving clucking sound and went back to cutting the tomato. “Damn!” she yelped, dropping the knife and clutching at her finger. Blood dripped onto the cutting board, mingling with the tomato juice.

George jumped up and went to her. “Let me see,” he said.

“It’s nothing,” Lorraine snapped.

George gently unwrapped her fingers from the cut hand. “You got yourself good,” he said, grabbing a paper towel from the roll and folding it up. He held the towel against her hand, said, “Let’s go clean it up and get a bandage and ointment on. The last thing you want is an infection.” Together they moved down the hall toward the bathroom, George’s hand on Lorraine’s.

Reggie and her mother sat in silence, listening to the ticking of the oven, the water coming on in the bathroom sink. George said something and Lorraine laughed.

Vera turned the swan over, running her fingers over the feathers of its belly.

After a minute, she stood up, swaying, steadying herself on the table.

“You okay, Mom?”

Vera offered Reggie a forced smile and said, “I’ll be right back.” Her voice sounded shaky and strange.

Vera went across the kitchen and down the hall. Reggie heard the front door open, then close. In a minute, her mother’s car started.

Reggie leaned forward and put out her mother’s cigarette, which had burned down to the filter, giving off a poisonous chemical smell. The swan was perched at the edge of the table, like it was thinking about taking flight.

“Where’s your mother?” Lorraine asked when she reappeared in the kitchen, Band-Aid on her finger.

“She said she’d be back,” Reggie said, biting her lip.

“The last thing she should be doing in her state is getting behind the wheel of a car,” Lorraine announced, tugging at the bottom of her fishing vest. She went to the kitchen window and looked out at the driveway, eyes sweeping over the place where Vera’s Vega had been. “I have half a mind to call the police.”

George went and stood behind her, put a hand on her back. She leaned back into him, then, as if thinking better of it, swayed forward, resting her hands on the counter.

“Who’s up for a game of rummy?” George asked, turning away from her, opening the drawer the cards were kept in.

Reggie, Lorraine, and George sat around the kitchen table, playing cards while they waited for the lasagna to cook. Vera did not return. They ate in uncomfortable silence, all of them listening for the tires on the gravel driveway, the wooden swan in the center of the table abandoned.

When Reggie got to her room, she went to the desk, found her X-Acto knife, and drew the blade slowly, tentatively, across her forearm. The pain was bright and beautiful, driving all the darkness away.

 

NEPTUNE’S HANDS WERE AROUND her throat, tightening. She was someplace deep and cold—the underground chamber of a cave, the bottom of a well. She was tied up, held down, unable to move.

She heard Tara’s voice: The whole universe is there in your hands.

Reggie opened her eyes, focusing on the clock radio beside her twin bed.

Red fingers, reaching for her.

No, she told herself, blinking, only red numbers: 2:20 A.M.

Her heart was pounding, her skin damp. The fresh cut on her arm stung.

She felt her mother’s hot gin breath on the back of her neck. Vera was curled around Reggie under the twin-size Space Invaders sheets, pressing her ruined hand against Reggie’s chest and holding her tight, so tight Reggie could barely breathe. Vera put her lips against Reggie’s good ear and whispered, “Wake up.”

“What is it?” she asked.

“I have news.”

“Jesus, Mom! Can’t it wait until morning?” She was getting tired of these middle-of-the-night, after-the-bars-closed confessions. And she was pissed off that her mother had just walked out on them at dinner, leaving behind George’s gift like it meant nothing.

Maybe Lorraine had been right—maybe it was time to start locking her door.

“It’s important,” Vera hissed, squeezing Reggie tighter.

And Reggie felt a little dark stab of fear, starting as a flutter in her rib cage.

Her mother moved her lips to Reggie’s one remaining ear again and sighed into it, her breath sharp with the piney gin smell that reminded Reggie of Christmas trees. “I’m getting married.”

Reggie felt a fist close inside her chest.

“Did you hear me, Regina? Isn’t it wonderful?”

“Great. Great.” Liar. “Is it the new guy? The one you met at the bowling alley?”

Vera laughed. “No, silly. It’s not him.”

“Well, who is it, then?”

“It’s a surprise. But you’ll see soon. I want you to come and meet him.”

“Now?” Reggie asked. She tried to shift around to face her mother, but Vera held Reggie in place. Her mother’s strength often surprised her. But then again, this was the woman who had twirled a gigantic dog through the air to save her. Reggie reached up from under the covers and touched her mother’s scarred hand, remembering.

“No, silly. Tomorrow. Meet me at the bowling alley. Seven o’clock. Will you come, Regina? Please say you will.” Her voice sounded hopeful, pleading. The words buzzed the back of Reggie’s neck like worried bees.

“Okay. I’ll be there.”

“Good girl,” she said, kissing Reggie’s cheek. “Oh, and do me a favor, huh? Don’t say anything about my news to Lorraine. I want to tell her myself. But I want you to meet him first.”

“Whatever you say,” Reggie told her.

“Good girl,” she said, kissing Reggie’s ear. “We’re going to live in a real house. Maybe get some cats. Have a flower garden. A nice, normal life. You’d like that, wouldn’t you, love?” She sounded so strangely wistful it was as if she were reciting lines from one of her plays.

 

“I WANT YOU OUT of this house!” Lorraine stood in the doorway of Reggie’s room, the light from the hallway coming in all around her. Her face was in shadow, but the outline of her silhouette seemed to glow. Reggie looked at the clock. It was a little after three. They had fallen asleep.

Vera slid out from under the covers and stood without a word.

“Mom, wait!” Reggie started to get out of bed. “Aunt Lorraine, what’re you talking about?” Reggie stammered. “It’s the middle of the night—”

“Shhh, don’t worry, baby,” Vera said. “Everything’s going to be okay. You just go back to bed.”

“But— ” Reggie began.

“Everything’s under control,” Vera promised. “You get some sleep now.”

Vera left the room and closed the door gently behind her. Reggie could hear them arguing in the hall. She crept out of bed, padded across the floor, and pressed her good ear to the door.

“How dare you belittle me in front of my daughter?” her mom said.

“I’ve made it clear that I will not tolerate this,” Lorraine said. “This is not some flophouse where you come and go as you please. What do you think it does to Regina, seeing you like this? Having a drunk for a mother?”

“You have no right,” Vera hissed.

The floor creaked with the sound of footsteps.

Then a third voice, low and gentle, chimed in. “Let’s all calm down.” It sounded like George, but what would he be doing there in the middle of the night?

Lorraine said something Reggie didn’t catch. Then “My decision is firm. I want you to leave. Now.”

This was followed by more whispers, then footsteps.

Soon it was quiet, but Reggie stayed, her real ear pressed against the door until she drifted off to sleep.


Chapter 17

October 17, 2010

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

REGGIE STORMED BACK INTO the house after her confrontation with Martha in the yard.

“Who did you tell about Mom?” Reggie snapped at her aunt as she dropped the plastic grocery bags on the kitchen counter. One of them fell over and a plastic tub of lemon-scented disinfecting wipes rolled out.

“No one.” Lorraine turned from the sink where she’d been rinsing out the coffeepot.

“You called me. And Tara. Who else?”

“No one.” Lorraine straightened up, bracing herself against the counter.

“No one else?”

“I don’t appreciate your tone, Regina.” She reached for a dish towel and dabbed at her soapy hands.

“Martha Paquette was just here. She had a picture of Mom taken by one of those goddamn volunteer firefighters.”

“I’ll call the chief,” Lorraine said. “That’s got to be against the code of conduct. Surely he’ll be reprimanded.”

“The picture is really the least of our problems. Martha knows that Mom had been in a homeless shelter in Worcester. And she knows about the cancer.”

Lorraine’s mouth fell open, giving her the appearance of one of her much-loved trout. “How?”

“Someone told her, I’d imagine.” She stared at her aunt, waiting.

Lorraine’s eyes opened wide. “You don’t think it was me?” She touched a hand to her chest and kept it there, fumbling with one of the pockets on her ancient, stained fishing vest.

“Not directly, no. But I need to know who else knew about the shelter.”

“I told you,” Lorraine said, clenching her jaw. “You and Tara. I’m not an idiot, Regina. Don’t you think I have some concept of what’s at stake here? I haven’t breathed a word to anyone else and I resent the implication that I’m a dotty old lady who can’t keep her mouth shut. You should know I have only the best intentions as far as your mother is concerned.”

“Oh, really?” Reggie said. “That’s a switch, isn’t it? Do you think I’ve forgotten what you did? You threw her out of her own house, Lorraine!” Reggie bit her tongue before she finished the thought out loud: right into the arms of a killer.

Lorraine’s whole body went rigid. She turned away from Reggie and ran hot water into the sink. The steam came up, and Lorraine leaned into it, holding on to the counter like her legs alone could not support her; she looked like a woman being enveloped by fog.

 

“THERE ARE ANGELS WALKING among us,” Vera said. “They’re disguised like humans. Sometimes they’re wearing rags. Sometimes business suits. You never know when you might meet one. That’s what Sister Dolores says.”

“Sister Dolores sounds like a smart woman,” Tara said. She had a plastic tub of warm water and was giving Vera a sponge bath. Vera was half naked, her hips and legs covered with a blanket, a towel draped over her shoulders. Her breasts sagged like empty sacks onto her protruding rib cage. Every bone seemed visible through paper-thin skin.

Reggie had hurriedly pushed open her mother’s door and now stood frozen in the doorway. She looked away from her mother and down at the floor, feeling like an intruder.

Tara glanced up, apparently unsurprised by the interruption. “I’m just getting your mother cleaned up. We’ll be through in a minute.” She’d dropped the washcloth into the tub and had started to gently blot Vera’s skin with a towel.

“We need to talk,” Reggie stammered, reminding herself what she’d come for as she backed up into the hallway.

“Let me finish this up and I’m all yours.” She carefully dried Vera off, lifting her legs and arms gently, artfully using the blankets and towels to cover up whatever part of Vera she wasn’t working on, toweling off the stump where her right hand had been as if it were no different from her other arm. There was no look of repulsion or horror. She hummed a little tune while she worked, uttered reassurances—“Almost done, Vera.” “Am I freezing you to death? Sorry, my dear, nearly there.”

Vera smiled up at Tara. “I think you’re one,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

“I’m one what?” Tara asked, sprinkling baby powder on Vera’s torso.

“An angel.”

“Perfect, because I think you’re one, too,” Tara said, smiling down at her, carefully easing Vera into her pajama top.

Vera closed her eyes and sank back into the pillow with a look of complete tranquility on her face. Tara grabbed the bath supplies and carried them past Reggie, down the hall to the bathroom. She washed her hands, carefully soaping up each finger, while Reggie stood hovering in the bathroom doorway. Tara’s sleeves were pushed up and Reggie stared at her arms, remembering the scars, thinking she could see the faint outlines of them. Tara caught her looking and Reggie glanced away, embarrassed. Then her eyes met Tara’s in the medicine cabinet mirror.

“You didn’t talk to Martha Paquette by any chance, did you?”

“Who?”

“The woman who wrote Neptune’s Hands.”

Tara gave her a quizzical look. “No. I don’t know why she would have come to me. I didn’t know any more than you did about the killings. She was busy talking to cops and stuff. Why would she have bothered with a thirteen-year-old kid?”

“I’m not talking about back then. I mean now. Did you talk to her yesterday or today?”

Tara turned off the faucet, shook off her hands. “What the hell is this, Reggie?”

“She was just here. She knows my mom is alive and in this house. And that she showed up in a homeless shelter in Worcester. She even knows about the cancer.”

Tara began drying her hands. “And you think I told her?”

“Someone did. And the only people who knew were me, Lorraine, and you.”

Tara gripped the towel as if she was trying to throttle it. Reggie remembered the way Tara had once choked her, pretending to be Neptune. For days after, Reggie had walked around with the faint yellow bruises from Tara’s fingers.

When Tara spoke, her voice crackled and popped as it worked its way up to a roar. “Yeah, you, me, Lorraine—and all the people she met in the hospital in Worcester: nurses, doctors, aides, transport people, Christ, even the people who came in to mop the floor! Then there are all the cops who went in to interview her. You think someone like Martha Paquette doesn’t still have some police connections? What about the shelter workers or other homeless people? Any fucking one of them could have tipped her off.”

Reggie took a step back. “Of course. You’re right. I hadn’t thought of all that, I’m sorr—”

“No. You didn’t bother to think, you just went right for the one person you trust the least, didn’t you?” Tara’s eyes blazed.

“That’s not true,” Reggie said, moving toward Tara, wanting to reach out and touch her, to find a way to show her she was wrong. She felt like a kid again, at the mercy of Tara and her moods, wanting desperately to make things right.

Tara shook her head and stepped back. “You know, as much as I want to be here for your mom, I’m not sure I’m the right person.”

“No. You are the right person. My mother trusts you. She just called you an angel!”

Tara twisted the towel in her hands.

Reggie gave Tara a pleading look. “Please say you’ll stay.”

There was total silence for a beat, as if they were both holding their breath.

“It’s funny, isn’t it?” Tara asked. “The way life works. You don’t even try to look me up in twenty-five years and now here you are, begging me to stay. Did you even think of me, Reggie? Even once in all those years?”

“Tara—”

“Did you?” Tara interrupted, the same burning look in her eyes she’d had all those years ago when she’d talk about Neptune.

Reggie reached inside her shirt and pulled out the hourglass necklace, holding it out so Tara could see it.

Tara’s eyes widened. “Oh my God! You kept it? All this time?”

“Of course.” The pink sand was running out. “Do you want it back?” Reggie started to take the necklace off, but Tara shook her head.

“No. You should keep it. It takes me back, though. Seeing it again. Total time warp, you know?”

Reggie nodded. “There’s a lot of that going around.”

Tara bit her lip. “Do you really want me to stay?”

“Yes.”

“Okay. But no more weird shit, okay? We’ve got to stick together here. Things with your mom, they’re going to get really intense in about a million different ways. If you can’t trust me, I need to know now.”

“I do trust you,” Reggie said, remembering years ago, when she’d sat next to Tara in Lorraine’s dank, fishy-smelling garage and Tara had handed her a razor blade and said, Trust me.

Tara nodded.

“Thank you,” Reggie said. “For agreeing to stay. I’m sorry for accusing you like that—it was fucked up.”

Reggie started to tuck the necklace back under her shirt, then pulled it back out, turned it over, thought, for just a second, of saying the words that would start one of their old games:

You have one minute . . .

Instead, she did the grown-up thing and turned and walked away.


Chapter 18

June 19, 1985

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

REGGIE WOKE UP AT ten, stiff and cold, curled up on her bedroom floor. She remembered Lorraine’s shadow filling her doorway as she bellowed, “I want you out of this house!” Trying to shake the memory from her head, Reggie went downstairs to the kitchen and found Lorraine with a bowl of soggy cornflakes.

She wanted to start screaming at her aunt, to say, How could you kick her out? What gives you the right? But she just stood there, speechless, half afraid Lorraine might decide to throw her out, too. And unlike Vera, she really didn’t have anywhere else to go.

Yesterday’s paper was laid out in front of Lorraine, and she was studying the crossword puzzle, pencil in hand. The radio was playing low in the background, a murmur of voices. Reggie heard the words: Body. Charter Oak. Neptune.

“Did they find her?” Reggie asked as she poured herself a glass of orange juice.

“Who?” Lorraine bit down lightly on the pencil’s eraser as she contemplated the puzzle.

“Neptune’s next victim. It’s the fifth morning.”

“Yes,” Lorraine said, not looking up from the paper.

“Well, who is she? Where did they find her?”

“I don’t really know,” Lorraine said. “I haven’t been paying attention.” She filled in one of the words in the puzzle: gratitude.

Reggie slammed her juice glass down. “How could you not pay attention? The guy is killing women in our town! One of them was a friend of Mom’s. Did you even know that?”

“No,” Lorraine said, finally looking up from her puzzle. “I didn’t.”

“It was the waitress. Mom introduced us once. She was a really nice person.”

Lorraine pursed her lips and nodded. “I’m sure she was.”

Reggie stared at her, anger bubbling inside her.

“It wasn’t right, what you did,” Reggie said. “Kicking Mom out in the middle of the night like that.”

Lorraine stood and dumped her ruined cereal down the sink, turning on the garbage disposal. She kept her back to Reggie, making it clear that she had nothing to say on the subject.

Reggie saw the little wooden swan in the center of the table, where it had been all night.

“Was there someone else here last night?” Reggie said. “When you and Mom were fighting, I thought I heard another voice.”

Lorraine narrowed her eyes, shook her head. “No. Of course not.”

Reggie grabbed the carved swan, stuffed it into the pocket of her shorts, then marched out of the kitchen.

“Regina,” Lorraine called after her, “if you go into town today, just make sure you’re not alone. Have Charlie go with you.”

Reggie didn’t acknowledge her, she just kept right on walking.

 

THE FLAT HAPPENED BEFORE Airport Road turned from two lanes to four. Out in the tobacco fields. The workers had gone home for the day and there was no one around but passing cars. Reggie didn’t have any tools with her. No repair kit with patches and glue. George had taught her how to repair a bicycle tire and had bought her all the tools she needed. But she always forgot to bring them with her when she rode.

The headlight they’d put on last night after dinner was there, front and center on the handlebars. George had chastised Reggie for using the wrong size Allen wrench—it was a little too small.

“You’ll strip the inside of the bolt,” he’d told her. “Take the time to find the right tool.” She looked through the little set of wrenches until she found one that was the perfect fit, then tightened the clamp that held the headlight on.

Reggie wished George and his toolbox were here now.

“Shit,” she mumbled, inspecting the ruined tire. She hid her bike with the torn rear tire in the bushes beside a drainage ditch and set out walking.

One car after another passed her by.

And what if a guy in a tan car slows down and offers me a ride? she wondered. She’d find some excuse not to hop in. But it was a moot point anyway, because no one was slowing down, much less stopping.

She checked her watch. She had fifteen minutes to get there. She started running.

Then, as she was just getting into her rhythm, imagining she was half running, half flying, the second disaster of the night happened.

She was running at top speed, going along on autopilot, when she saw, glued to the side of a faded red tobacco-drying barn, a huge billboard-size blowup of Candy Jacques’s face, earrings like whale hooks, pouting red lips.

have you seen me? printed in letters two feet high.

Reggie lost track of her own feet somehow, and suddenly she was off balance, landing hard on her right arch. Her ankle folded and she went down in a comic-book-style roll, limbs flailing. KA-PLUNK!

She landed in such a way that when she opened her eyes, the first thing she saw was Candy’s immense face staring down at her.

“Shii-t!” Reggie moaned, rolling away from her.

Her ankle was screaming in pain. It began to swell immediately, and by the time she’d dragged herself up from the ground and hobbled the half mile to where the road changed from two lanes to four, she was beginning to wonder if perhaps she’d broken it. She found she could move forward only by doing a hopping sort of shuffle, her face a grimace of pain and the words shit, double-shit, god-DAMN spitting out each time she put any weight at all on her right ankle. Then it started to rain. Not little happy “I’m Singing in the Rain” kinds of drops, but water by the bucketful fell from the sky.

 

AT LONG LAST—SOAKED TO the marrow, her stomach sick and head swimming with pain—the red, white, and blue sign of Airport Lanes came into view. It was half past seven. Reggie hop-shuffled toward the giant glowing pin, mouthing shit, shit, shit in steady rhythm each time her right foot hit the ground. Cars roared past her, slowing, but none stopped, no one even rolled down the window to ask if she needed any help.

As she got to the edge of the parking lot, she saw her mother.

Vera stood smoking under the red-and-white-striped awning, well protected from the rain. Her blond hair was perfectly sculpted, her green dress undulating in the breeze. Reggie raised her arms to flag her down, but her mother was looking away from her, out past the giant bowling pin, down toward the airport, where a plane had just taken off.

“Mom!” Reggie yelled, imagining her mother would turn, see the shape she was in and come running. She was, after all, Reggie’s rescuer in times of great need. She didn’t need the heroics of Vera twirling a dog in her underclothes this time, only a shoulder to lean on and a promise to take her home, picking up the bike with its flat tire on the way.

Vera’s head was still turned, and now Reggie saw what it was she was looking at: a car had just pulled into the parking lot and was making its way to the front of the building, headlights on, windshield wipers slapping. The driver slowed. Vera waved, put out her cigarette.

“Mom!” Reggie screamed, hobbling as fast as she could across the parking lot.

Maybe it was the pouring rain, the jet overhead, the engine of the car in the lot, or the combination—but her mother didn’t hear her.

The car pulled up right next to the awning and Reggie noticed the left taillight was broken. The driver leaned across the seat and the passenger door popped open. The only detail Reggie could pick out was that he was wearing a baseball cap. Vera slid in. She never glanced in Reggie’s direction.

“Mom!” Reggie cried out once more, cupping her hands around her mouth. “Don’t!”

Too late.

The tan sedan pulled away.


Chapter 19

October 17, 2010

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

AFTER HER TRUCE WITH Tara, Reggie headed back down to the smoke-scented kitchen. Lorraine was sitting at the table, sniffling. George was beside her, holding her hand and rubbing her back. He glanced up when Reggie walked in. He looked nearly the same as Reggie remembered, with his pointy, Uncle Mouse features, but there were tiny creases around his eyes, his hair was flecked with gray, and his hairline had receded farther. He wore round glasses with silver metal rims. He was dressed in khaki pants and a neatly ironed blue button-down shirt.

“Reggie,” George said, rising for what Reggie assumed would be a hug. He was shorter than Reggie remembered, or maybe he’d developed a stooped posture, shoulders hunched forward like a man who’d suffered countless defeats.

Instead of embracing Reggie, George stepped past her and said, “Let’s go out for some air,” and headed down the hall. Lorraine stayed in place at the table, head down, dabbing at her eyes with a crumpled tissue.

“What did you say to Lorraine?” George asked once they were in the yard, the shadow of the house surrounding them, darkening everything. They stood facing Reggie’s old tree house. The roof was still in good shape, but the windows had never been finished. The rope ladder swayed, wooden steps rotted through in places, but still, she half expected to see Charlie’s face appear in the doorway, beckoning her up, asking where she’d been.

“Do you think she deserved it, is that it?” George asked. His voice was quiet, controlled, but he was obviously furious. “Do you think there’s a day that goes by that she doesn’t think about what might have happened if she had done things differently that night?”

“Look,” Reggie began, “George, I—”

“It isn’t right to blame her for what happened to your mother.”

“I don’t!”

“Yes, you do. You always have. Isn’t that why you left home and never so much as called? You couldn’t stand even looking at her. I remember how it was those last four years of high school. You just stopped speaking to her. You broke her heart, Reggie.”

Reggie shook her head. This was insane. Lorraine had shut Reggie out of her heart the day she was born, just because she was Vera’s daughter.

George ambled across the driveway and into the old wooden garage, Reggie following. Lorraine’s fly-tying bench was still there, covered with an assortment of pliers, hooks, thread, and feathers. Tucked underneath was the dusty box of taxidermy supplies: little eyes on wire, sawdust, knives, and chemicals. Beside the bench stood the oak fishing cabinet George had made Lorraine. George caressed the front door, then opened it, revealing four fishing rods, a net, and Lorraine’s worn fishing vest on a hanger. It reminded Reggie of a box a magician might put a woman in, then saw her in half. Or maybe he’d wave his wand, close the door, and make her disappear completely.

“Losing Vera, that was hard enough,” George said, closing the cabinet. “That tore us all to pieces. But then we lost you, too.”

This was too goddamn much.

“I’m sorry,” Reggie said, standing up straight. “But I refuse to be made to feel guilty. I was only a kid, and I did the best I could. Lorraine treated me like crap my whole life, because I was my mother’s daughter. She hated Vera, George! Don’t you remember?”

George nodded. “They had their differences, yes, but—”

“Differences? Lorraine was always awful to her,” Reggie interrupted. “She used to warn me to stay away from Mom, to lock my door at night.”

“She was only trying to protect you!” George snapped.

“I didn’t need protecting,” Reggie hissed, the anger coming through. “Not from my own mother.”

She turned away from him and saw Lorraine’s mounted trout watching from the wall, dust covered and deformed, the rough black stitches on its belly showing. Franken-fish.

George was silent a minute, biting the inside of his cheek. “Sometimes,” he said, “I wonder if you remember things the way they really were.”

Reggie’s head was pounding.

“Then maybe you’d be more appreciative for the sacrifices your aunt has made,” George said.

“Oh give me a break,” Reggie snarled, turning from the trout to stare at George. “What sacrifices?”

“Do you have any idea what it took to send you to the Brooker School for four years? And then there was college. You got to the place you are today because of Lorraine. She gave up a great deal for you.”

“Is that what she told you?” Reggie said. “Yes, she paid for Brooker, but that was her choice, and I honestly think she sent me there because she was so ashamed of the way my mother had soiled the Dufrane name. And she never paid a dime for college, George. I worked my ass off for grants and scholarships, did shitty work-study jobs all through school, and still graduated with a shit-ton of debt, all of which I paid off on my own.” She felt her anger spiraling up and out of control, and it felt good. She took a step toward George and pointed at him fiercely. “I did whatever it took to get as far away from this place as I could, this place where I was a stranger in my own home, where pain and loss were everywhere. So don’t you dare stand there and try to make me feel guilty. I am where I am because of me. No one else.”

Reggie turned away, breathing hard. She looked through the small window toward Monique’s Wish. It seemed crooked from this angle, the afternoon sun hitting the worn and broken shingles on the roof, the stone walls seeming to list left, then right.

George muttered something, but her false ear was toward him and she didn’t catch it. All she heard was one word: ungrateful.

“I’m done,” she said, and stalked out of the garage.

Reggie moved across the driveway toward the house, slowly at first, then with determination. Before she knew it, she was jogging, only one thing sure in her mind: she was wrong to have come back. George and Lorraine obviously had their own version of history, in which Reggie was the nasty, ungrateful villain, responsible for all the pain in their fucked-up little family unit. To hell with all of them.

“Regina?” George called after her, but she didn’t turn back.

She went inside, passing the kitchen, where she could hear her aunt making tea. She went hurriedly upstairs and into her room, where she shut the door tight and rested for a second with her back against it. She heard George come in downstairs. There was the scraping of chairs on the kitchen floor, the low murmur of voices. She turned, pressed her good ear against the door, trying to make out what they were saying.

“Did our best,” George said. And then Lorraine began to cry again.

“Oh, give me a break,” Reggie hissed.

In the room next door, she heard Vera say, “Have you ever been to Argentina, dear?”

“No,” Tara told her. “No, I haven’t.”

Reggie looked up at the water stains on the ceiling, the circles like crooked yellow bull’s-eyes. The stone wall on the north side of her room was like the wall of a prison—dark, thick, and impenetrable. And like the wall of a prison, she imagined that over the years it had picked up pieces of the lives it surrounded. The stones in the wall, like hundreds of dull eyes, had watched Reggie grow, knew all her secrets.

Heart hammering furiously, stones in the wall watching, she packed her things quickly—pulling the neat stacks of clothing from the bureau and tucking them into her rolling case. Reggie zipped her suitcase, shouldered her messenger bag, and went back down the hall, down the stairs, through the living room, and out the front door. Just like that, she was seventeen again, sneaking out at dawn to the taxi that waited in the driveway to take her to the Greyhound station, where she’d board a bus for Providence without even saying good-bye. It was that easy.

Reggie jumped in her truck, cranked the ignition. Tara’s face appeared in the upstairs window of Vera’s room, pulling back the curtain. Tara pressed her hand flat against the pane of glass, her palm pale and ghostly.

Reggie slammed the truck into reverse, turning around, tires spitting gravel. She turned on the GPS and pushed the button that said go home.


Chapter 20

June 20, 1985

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

REGGIE’S CLOCK RADIO SAID 8:58 A.M. The phone was ringing. Reggie put a pillow over her head, waited for Lorraine to answer it. The pain in her ankle was down to a dull throb. The bag of frozen peas Lorraine had sent her to bed with lay clammily on her toes.

After Reggie had called home from the pay phone outside the bowling alley, Lorraine had come to pick her up, retrieved the bicycle, and taken Reggie to the emergency room. It was only a sprain, but she was supposed to stay off it as much as possible until it healed. Reggie had told Lorraine about her mother getting into a tan car driven by a man whose face she didn’t see. Lorraine said the color of the car didn’t mean a thing, that Reggie had an overly active imagination, and that there was far too much nonsense and hysteria in Brighton Falls for her liking. Reggie was quiet after that.

In Reggie’s dreams her mother got into the car with the broken taillight over and over again. Sometimes the driver was the devil. Sometimes it was Lorraine. The last time it was Reggie herself behind the wheel, and there was a big knife with a jagged blade on the seat between her and Vera.

The ringing stopped, then started again.

Reggie sat up, damp with cold sweat, shaking off the dreams, and grabbed the phone on her nightstand.

“Hullo?” she said in a groggy voice.

“Reg!” Tara shrieked. “Are you okay? Have you heard?”

“Heard what?”

“Oh shit! Listen, turn on the news, okay. I’m coming right over.” Tara hung up before Reggie could respond.

Reggie lay back in bed, flipped on her clock radio. She dozed through the national news—something about President Reagan—but bolted upright when she heard the top local story.

A fourth hand in a milk carton had appeared at the police station. This one, the police spokesman said, bore a distinguishing mark: it was badly scarred from an old injury.

Severely disfigured, was how the policeman described it.

Reggie knew instantly that the hand was not only thick with scars, but was also stuck pointing, as it had done for eight years now, toward some unnameable place off in the distance.


PART TWO


DAY ONE


Chapter 21

Wednesday, October 20, 2010

Rockland, Vermont

LOGARITHMIC SPIRAL. THE SWIRLING of tropical cyclones, a hawk circling its prey, spiral galaxies, the nautilus shell. Reggie drew spirals on paper, in her head, starting at the center, radiating out, growing. Reggie drew a spiral with a Sharpie, cut it out and glued it to the end of a pencil, twirling it, the pattern moving, hypnotic as she stared into the center. She studied the pattern, trying to put the perfect tiny mobile house inside it.

What did a person really need to live? Protection from the environment. Warmth. Food.

Add to this the ability to move—to pick up and go at a moment’s notice.

Follow your dreams.

Follow your heart.

Run.

Run as fast and as far as you can.

Sometimes I wonder if you remember things the way they really were.

Fuck.

She’d thrown herself into her work since returning to Vermont, doing her best to forget all about her mother and Monique’s Wish. Her home and office had always been her safe haven—the one place where she was in absolute control and nothing could touch her. And now she’d come back there like a dog with its tail between its legs.

Fucking coward.

She’d picked up the phone a hundred times to call since she ran off Sunday, to try to explain herself, but she never had the guts to actually dial. Reggie hated feeling powerless. She was used to being in control, knowing what to do in every situation. But she’d run away like a child and now she couldn’t shake that little-girl feeling of uncertainty. It permeated everything, made her unable to focus.

What kind of daughter leaves her dying mother like that?

“They’re better off without me,” she told herself out loud, thinking of her mother lying naked on the bed, calling Tara an angel while she sprinkled powder over Vera’s shriveled skin.

And if they wanted her, if they needed her in any way, they knew where to find her. She’d half expected George to call and apologize for being so hard on her, to beg her to come back. Or Tara to say, I thought we had a deal—no more weird shit.

But the phone didn’t ring.

Reggie looked into the center of the spiral, trying to calm her mind. Focus, damn it. Your work has always been the one thing you can get lost inside, the thing that saves you time and time again.

But it was no good.

She glanced up, looked at the astrology chart Len had made, which was pinned to the bulletin board above her desk. She saw the little blue trident, Neptune in the twelfth house.

“It’s what makes you so intuitive,” Len had told her. “It’s also why you’re so tormented.”

Reggie’s skin prickled. She looked across her desk, her eye going to the coffee cup she used to hold her tools. She touched the handle of the X-Acto knife, then pulled her fingers away.

Restless, she left the office, changed, and went for a run—her usual five-mile loop around the lake. But even this wasn’t right. She couldn’t get into her running groove. She struggled, pushed herself too hard on the hills, muscles screaming, shaking, until finally she had to slow to a jog. “Goddamn it,” she hissed. Feeling pissed off and defeated, she headed for home, relieved to see Len’s truck in the driveway.

“You’re home,” he said, eyes gray and steely.

He was wearing paint-splattered Carhartts and a denim work shirt. His hair, black with streaks of silver, had that just-got-out-of-bed look Reggie loved. She stepped closer to him. He smelled like turpentine and marijuana.

“I’m sorry I didn’t call. I’ve just been working too hard. Trying to get a handle on this new project. Come on in,” she said, unlocking the door.

Len followed her into the kitchen. Reggie got herself a drink of water and gulped it down.

“How was Worcester?” Len asked.

“Draining,” Reggie said, wiping the sweat from her forehead with her sleeve. “It turned out there wasn’t much I could do there, so I came back.” She set down her water glass and walked toward him, thinking that sex with Len might be just what she needed to break this rotten spell she’d been under.

“That’s too bad,” Len said, a strange stiffness in his voice. “When did you get back?”

“Sunday night,” she admitted. “I really am sorry I didn’t call. My head wasn’t on straight after my trip and I just wanted to make some headway with the Nautilus house. You know how I hate being stuck with a project.” She leaned forward and touched his chest, running her fingers up to his throat, along the side of his face where they scratched against the stubble.

“Reggie,” he said quietly, “I know where you were. I know what happened.”

“What?” She jerked her hand away.

“We get the news up here, too, remember? Did you really think I wouldn’t find out? Christ, I saw the picture of you and your mom. It’s a huge headline, Reg, Neptune’s final victim showing up after all these years. Why didn’t you tell me?” His voice sounded slightly strangled, the way it did when he was trying to keep his temper under control.

“Oh shit.” She sighed. “I . . . I really don’t know.”

“Right,” he said disgustedly.

“Maybe you were right,” Reggie said. “Maybe it’s because my sun and moon are at war with each other, and having Neptune in the twelfth house makes me prone to self-inflicted isolation?” She gave him a hopeful look.

“You don’t believe in any of that,” Len said, “and even if you did, having some hard shit in your chart is no excuse for treating the people who love you like crap.”

It was like being slapped in the face. “When have I ever treated you like crap?”

“You lied to me, Reggie. If I really mattered to you, you would have told me about your mother.”

“Of course you matter to me! Jesus, Len, how could you say that?” Her heart hammered its way up into her throat, the words I’m sorry getting stuck there until she swallowed them back down.

“I can’t do this anymore,” he said in a dull voice, backing away slowly, like his legs were extra heavy. He walked out of the house, closing the door behind him gently.

Reggie felt frozen, numb, the sweat on her body giving her cold chills. What the hell had just happened? “Len?” she called after him. “Len, wait!”

His truck started in the driveway, the sound of the engine jolting her to action. She ran across the room, threw open the door, and got outside just in time to see his taillights pulling away.

“Len!” she yelled after him, but he did not slow. “Shit!” she yelped again, hitting her open palm against the door frame. “Shit! Shit! Shit!” She hit the wood again and again until her hand was red and aching.

What you need, she heard a little voice tell her, is something sharp.

Inside the house, her phone was ringing.

She hurried back into the kitchen to answer, suddenly worried that it might be Lorraine with news about Vera: Your mother took a sudden turn for the worse and you weren’t here. Or maybe, just maybe, it would be Neptune: I gave her back to you and you ran away like a spineless, heartless little girl.

“Hello?” Reggie said, nearly breathless, her throbbing hand wrapped tight around the phone.

“Regina?”

Reggie felt a lump in her throat. It was Lorraine. Reggie held her breath, waiting, trying to brace herself for the worst.

Lorraine was silent.

“Is Mom okay? Has something happened?” Reggie asked.

Reggie could hear her aunt breathing, panting almost, her breath ragged and desperate-sounding.

“He’s back,” Lorraine said at last. “Neptune. He left another hand on the steps of the police station this morning.”

“What?” It didn’t make sense. It had been twenty-five years.

“It’s Tara,” Lorraine whispered. “He’s got Tara this time.”


Chapter 22

June 20, 1985

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

REGGIE HAD ONLY BEEN inside the police station twice before. Once, shortly after losing her ear to the dog, Lorraine had deposited her on a bench just inside the entryway with a Josie and the Pussycats coloring book and a Baggie of broken and wrapper-less crayons. When Lorraine returned, Vera was with her, staggering a little, her makeup smeared.

“Idiot cops,” Vera spat. “I’m going to sue them for police brutality. They had no right to even pull me over. If they think for one goddamn minute—”

Lorraine silenced her with one deadly look.

They all went back to Monique’s Wish, no one saying another word, and Vera was gone the next morning before breakfast.

The last time was on a class trip in second grade, which Reggie had done her best to forget about. But now, smelling the floor wax and hearing the hum of police radios and voices, it came back like a kick in the stomach.

She remembered the officer giving the tour had a sweet face that reminded her of John-Boy Walton. When he’d asked who was brave enough to get locked inside the holding cell while their teacher took the rest of the class to the dispatch room, Reggie’s hand shot up, eager to prove herself. He had locked her and four other classmates behind bars. There was a wooden bench bolted to the wall, a sink, and a metal toilet with no seat. The walls were painted white cinder block. The place smelled so strongly of ammonia that the back of Reggie’s throat burned. Then John-Boy had disappeared, jiggling the keys happily. Several minutes went by. The children called out to the officer, who didn’t return. Reggie had to pee terribly but was unwilling to sit on the seatless toilet in front of the other kids.

At first, it was fun. They rattled the bars, talked about how they’d break out, teased each other about what kind of crimes had been committed by the bad guys who’d been held there. But the mood began to change, and a scared silence had descended upon the five of them. Finally, one of the boys said in a hollow voice, “He’s not coming back. Is he?”

Panic swept through Reggie’s body, clenching every muscle, and her bladder let go, the warmth spreading down the front of her jeans.

The squeals of laughter and disgust from her classmates—“You shoulda worn your diaper!” Becky Shelley cawed—finally brought the officer back. He was smiling cockily as he unlocked the cage.

“Didn’t think I forgot you, did ya?” he asked.

When he saw Reggie’s wet jeans and the puddle on the floor, he’d frowned and shook his head.

“Jesus,” he muttered and called for the teacher.

 

AS REGGIE STOOD AT the front desk between Tara and Charlie, her face reddened with that old sense of shame. She had wrapped up her ankle in an Ace bandage, dressed in a clean white button-down and tan chinos, thinking that might help the police take her seriously. She made herself stand tall. She was no accident-prone little kid anymore.

Going to the police station had been Tara’s idea. She’d called Charlie, then told Tara’s mother they were going to hang out and do some shopping, and could she give them a ride downtown? Lorraine was nowhere to be found. As soon as Tara’s mom pulled away, they crossed the street and helped Reggie hobble up the steps of the police station. Two uniformed cops were standing guard outside, watching over the stairs. The left side of the granite steps had been closed off by yellow crime scene tape, and Reggie stared, picturing the milk carton with her mother’s hand inside.

They’d had to weave around the knot of reporters and television crews who stood in the front hall, anxiously waiting for an update. Reggie heard one of them say, “It won’t take them long to find who it belongs to. Not many ladies have hands all scarred up like that.”

“We need to see my dad,” Charlie told the desk sergeant once they pushed their way through to the sliding window below a sign: all visitors stop here.

“He’s busy, son,” the desk sergeant said. He was a uniformed cop with a ruddy face, small eyes, and a strange patch of pale skin on his cheek. A burn, Reggie decided. Reggie considered herself a connoisseur of scars.

“It’s important, Sergeant Stokes,” Charlie said, lowering his voice. “We’ve got information about the hand.”

Stokes squinted at Charlie. “What kind of information?”

Charlie gave Reggie a gentle tap on the shoulder. “Go ahead. Tell him.”

Reggie glanced back over her shoulder to make sure there were no reporters listening. They were all still standing in a tight mass by the front doors, being held back by an officer who was promising another press conference soon.

Reggie cleared her throat. “I know who she is. The scars are mostly between the thumb and index finger, right? They’re from a dog bite.”

The desk sergeant studied the three kids a minute, then turned, picked up the phone, and mumbled into it. A minute later, a side door opened and Stu Berr appeared. He’d always been a heavyset man, but Reggie could see he’d put on weight since she’d last seen him. His navy blue suit jacket was buttoned but straining around the middle. His face was ruddy and bloated, his eyes small and bloodshot with dark circles under them. He had a mustache and hair that was starting to go gray.

“Detective Berr!” one of the reporters shouted, pushing past the uniformed cop in the hall and coming their way. “Do you know who the hand belongs to?”

Stu gave him a disgusted look. “If you can’t stay back in the area reserved for the press, I’ll have you escorted from the building.”

“But the hand—the scars—”

“Officer MacMillan,” Stu called to the uniformed cop, “please see that this gentleman is removed from the station.” He watched the reporter leave through the double doors, then turned to face them.

“Hello, Charlie,” he said. He studied Reggie a minute, blinking. “Regina? Good to see you again.” Then his eyes moved to Tara and seemed to narrow. “Hello, Tara,” he said.

Tara stuck out her hand. “Nice to see you again,” she said, voice chipper and bright. He shook her hand with a puzzled and wary look. Tara pumped his hand up and down, her whole body bouncing like she had a giant spring inside her.

“Stokes says you have information?” he said, backing away from Tara.

“The latest victim,” Tara said. “We know who she is. The hand was scarred from an old dog bite.” Her voice was coiled with excitement.

Stu Berr didn’t show any sign of a reaction, just studied Tara for a few seconds before speaking again.

“So who is she? This gal you know with the dog bite.”

Tara nudged Reggie, in a way that was more of a body check than a nudge. “Tell him, Reg. Tell him everything.”

Stu Berr turned his big, jowly face from Tara to Reggie.

Reggie took in a breath and spoke the words. “I think it’s my mother, Vera Dufrane.” Stu Berr looked at Reggie, then scanned the hallway. The reporters were keeping their distance, but Stu wasn’t taking chances. He pulled the kids farther back down the hall toward a bench and had Reggie sit down next to him. It was the same bench Reggie had been left on when she was five and Lorraine came to the station to pick up Vera.

“What makes you think that?” the detective asked in a low voice.

“The scars are between the thumb and index finger, right? A dog attacked me when I was five, she pulled it off, and her hand got all torn up. She could never bend her pointer finger after the accident. The dog . . .” Reggie reached up and touched her new ear, felt the scars behind it.

A light seemed to go on behind Stu Berr’s eyes, making them glitter in the dim hallway.

She wondered if Stu remembered, if he’d ever seen her mother’s hand. She tried to remember a time when Charlie’s dad and her mom were ever together, and couldn’t. She could picture her mom talking with Charlie’s mom a few times at birthday parties and school events, but Charlie’s dad was never around. And Vera usually wore gloves in public to hide her ruined hand. People thought she was being chic in an old-fashioned way.

Stu Berr pulled a small pad from the front pocket of his jacket and scribbled something down.

“When was the last time you saw her?” he asked, still holding pen to paper.

“Yesterday. At the bowling alley. I was supposed to meet her there but my bike got a flat tire. Then I twisted my ankle running, so I didn’t show up in time. She said . . . she said she wanted me to meet some guy. A guy she was gonna marry.”

Tara gasped. “You didn’t tell us that!”

Reggie looked back at Stu Berr. “But I was late. By the time I got to the edge of the parking lot, she was getting into a tan car. I called, but she didn’t hear me.”

“Did you get a look at the driver?”

“No, I was too far away. He was wearing a hat. A baseball cap. And the left taillight was out.”

Stu Berr scribbled furiously in his little notebook. “So it wasn’t a car you recognized? ”

Reggie shook her head. “No. But a couple weeks ago, she met a man at the bowling alley and ended up leaving with him. He drove a tan car.”

“The same car?”

“I can’t say for sure, but it could have been.”

“Of course it’s the same car!” Tara squealed. “How could it not be?”

Reggie told Stu everything she could remember about the man in the bowling alley.

Stu Berr closed his notebook. “Is there someone at your house now?” he asked Reggie. “Someone to look after you since your mom’s not around?”

Reggie nodded. “My aunt Lorraine. She lives with us.”

Stu Berr nodded. “Thanks for coming in,” he said. He stood up and started to walk away.

“Umm, Detective Berr?” Tara called. “Do you think we could get a ride home? Reggie’s ankle is all messed up. My mom dropped us off here, but she had to get to work.”

“Sure,” he said. “Go wait outside and I’ll send a cruiser around.”

They crossed the cool marble floored entry hall, passing the throng of reporters, and made their way out the thick glass doors into the sticky morning. Reggie’s ankle throbbed and she was limping.

The cop at the top of the steps held the door for them. “You all have a good day, now,” he said, eyes hidden behind mirrored sunglasses.

“Can you believe it?” Tara practically squealed. “We get to ride in a cop car! Do you think we can ask them to turn on the lights and siren?”

Charlie rolled his eyes. “Jesus, Tara! What are you, seven?”

Reggie hobbled down the side of the steps that wasn’t taped off, Charlie holding her arm.

They plunked themselves down on a bench at the bottom, and Reggie bit her lip hard, willing herself not to cry.

“It hurts bad, huh?” Charlie asked, nodding toward her ankle.

Reggie nodded, wiped at her eyes, and turned to look at the steps behind them where, just hours ago, her mother’s hand had been left in a milk carton.

At the top of the steps was the arched entryway they’d just come out of. The two cops stood on opposite sides, like gargoyles in uniform.

The words PROTECT AND SERVE engraved above the doors seemed, to Reggie, an impossible promise.


Chapter 23

October 20, 2010

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

“WHEN WAS THE LAST time you saw her?” Reggie asked her aunt. They were seated at the kitchen table of Monique’s Wish. It was nearly seven o’clock. Reggie had thrown a bag together quickly, stopping in the kitchen long enough to grab her espresso pot and a bag of ground coffee. She’d driven back to Brighton Falls as fast as she could, hesitating only when she got to the front door of Monique’s Wish. She had stood, hand on the knob, feeling as if the house was alive, breathing and hungry. That it just might gobble her up and spit out the bones. Then she’d touched the hourglass necklace, thought of Tara, and stepped inside.

Now, the coffee bubbled on the stove, filling the kitchen with its familiar rich aroma, comforting Reggie on some deep level.

Len had called and left a message on her phone an hour ago, just as she’d crossed the state line into Connecticut. She nearly answered.

“Shit, Reggie, I just heard Neptune’s left another hand! I’m at your house and it’s all locked up. Where are you?” His voice was crackling with panic. She should call him. She knew she should. But part of her was still good and pissed about the way he’d walked out of her house and got a little twinge of satisfaction from letting him stew in worry. It was twisted, and she knew it. She told herself she had bigger things to worry about than whether she and Len might have a future together.

The Hartford Examiner was on the table between Reggie and Lorraine. The headline read HAS NEPTUNE RETURNED TO BRIGHTON FALLS? And there was a brief article describing how a new hand had been found in a milk carton on the front steps of the police station. The article said the police knew who the hand belonged to but refused to comment at this time. Reggie knew it wouldn’t take the papers long to find out who Tara was and that she’d been working as Vera Dufrane’s private nurse. The media were going to have a field day with this one. Martha Paquette was going to be over the goddamn moon.

“Monday morning. She left to go pick up a prescription refill for your mother and to do a few other errands. She never got to the pharmacy. I’ve told the police all of this over and over,” Lorraine said. She looked exhausted and wrung her hands together as she spoke. “That young Detective Levi was here. He asked so many questions my head was spinning. Then he went up and searched through Tara’s room. It was just like before. Just like when your mother—”

Reggie cut her off.

“Did Tara say what other errands she had to do?”

“No,” Lorraine said. “But she was in a hurry. She seemed very tense, but Vera had had a bad night, and Tara was up with her. I don’t think she got much sleep.”

“A bad night?”

“A horrible night, actually—she woke us up screaming, insisting that Neptune was here, in the house, that he’d come through a door in the wall above her bed. I went in and tried to help, but that just made her more frantic. Tara finally had to sedate her. They were up for a while after that, whispering. I even heard poor Tara singing to her—I think that’s how she finally got to sleep.”

Reggie’s shoulders slumped. She shouldn’t have left. She should have been here for her mother, for Tara. Maybe if she’d stayed, Tara wouldn’t have been taken. But why Tara? Maybe the answer wasn’t so complicated. Reggie remembered the copy of Neptune’s Hands Tara had pulled out of her bag, the way she’d confessed to hoping Vera might give her some clues to help her figure out who Neptune was.

What if she finally got her wish?

Be careful what you wish for. That was something Lorraine used to say all the time when Reggie wished out loud for things like not having to take the SATs or eat fish again for supper.

“Do you think Mom could have said something to her? Given her a clue that might have led Tara to Neptune?”

Lorraine frowned. “Regina, don’t be ridiculous. Tara’s a smart girl. I can’t believe she’d go chasing after a killer on her own.”

Reggie nodded, thinking, But you don’t know Tara like I do. Going after Neptune was exactly something Tara would do. But that was the Tara of twenty-five years ago. Did the grown-up Tara have just enough of a reckless streak to try something so dangerous?

Reggie stood up, took the espresso pot off the burner, and poured a cup for herself. She made Lorraine a cup of peppermint tea.

“Okay,” Reggie said. “First thing is, we talk only to the police. No press. Second, I think we need to get some decent locks put on the doors here.”

“What about another nurse for your mother?” Lorraine said.

“No,” Reggie said. “We’ll take care of her ourselves as long as we can. I don’t think it’s safe bringing in a stranger.”

Lorraine nodded, then stared down at the tea Reggie had placed in front of her. She continued to clutch at her own hands, which were dry and chapped. “Poor Tara,” she said.

Reggie took a sip of espresso. “It’s day one,” she said.

“What?” Lorraine said, picking up her cup and taking a tentative sip.

“If it really is Neptune and he sticks to his regular schedule, I’ve got to find her before day five.” If Tara could be brave and reckless, then so could Reggie. She thought of Levi, the bumbling boy detective, and knew that the police couldn’t save Tara. It was up to Reggie. And this time around, she wasn’t a scared thirteen-year-old kid. She was no detective, but she was good at problem solving, at putting a string of unlikely things together and having them make sense. If she could design an award-winning house, couldn’t she put those same skills to use to figure out a way to capture this son of a bitch before he killed Tara?

Lorraine choked on her tea. “And how are you going to do that?” she asked once she was done coughing.

“However I can,” Reggie said, reaching absentmindedly for the hourglass, turning it over.

Upstairs, a bell jingled.

“That’s your mother,” Lorraine said, standing. “Tara got her a bell so she can call for us whenever she needs anything.”

“I’ll go,” Reggie said, sucking down the rest of her coffee and heading for the stairs.

 

“IT’S YOU,” VERA SAID, peering up at Reggie.

“Yes,” Reggie said, squinting at her mother in the dim light. There was a radio playing an old Bob Seger song. The room smelled of medicine and talcum powder.

“But they said you went away.”

Reggie smiled down. “I came back.”

“Where’s my angel? The one who sings?”

“Tara’s not here, Mom.”

“Where is she?”

“I think he’s got her,” Reggie said.

“He?”

“The man who took you. The man who cut off your hand. Neptune.”

Vera closed her eyes tight, the muscles of her face contracting, accentuating the bones, making her look like a skin-covered skull.

“Do you know who he is, Mom? Do you know where he’s taken Tara?”

When Vera opened her eyes, she smiled, and Reggie felt a glimmer of hope. “Do you know the weather in Argentina?” she asked.

Reggie sighed. “No, Mom, I don’t.”

“The seasons are reversed. Fall here, spring there. You just have to look around you and know that down there, it’s the exact opposite.”

Reggie nodded. “Can I get you anything, Mom?”

“Some ice cream would be nice,” Vera said.

“Coming right up.”

Reggie went down to the kitchen, put a scoop of chocolate ice cream in a little dish, and brought it back up. Her mother was fast asleep. Reggie set the ice cream on the bedside table, next to a clipboard that had a chart to help them keep track of medications. Her mother got long-acting morphine every twelve hours, short-acting morphine every four, clonazepam for anxiety every six. And if she was especially agitated, she could have lorazepam. It looked from the chart like she’d been getting the maximum dose of everything since Sunday night. No wonder she wasn’t making any sense.

Reggie left her mother’s room and went across the hall, into the room Tara had been staying in. The bed was made. Tara’s empty backpack sat on a chair, and Reggie went through the pockets but found nothing. Reggie opened dresser drawers, finding underwear, socks, T-shirts, jeans, and sweaters. It felt invasive, pawing through another woman’s clothing like this, but she was desperate to find any sort of clue. The neat piles of clothing Tara had made were all disheveled—Detective Levi had already searched through them and found nothing. It seemed foolish, looking anyway. But she told herself that maybe there was something he’d missed; something only a kindred spirit, a blood sister, might be able to find.

The bedside table held only a flashlight, a purple pen, and a half-full glass of water.

What did you expect? she asked herself. A treasure map leading right to Neptune?

If only.

Her heart sank into her stomach. She was failing Tara already. She looked down at her watch, seeing the seconds click by while Tara sat tied up in a dungeon somewhere, her right arm ending in a club of bandages.

Reggie felt like she’d been thrust into the middle of one of Tara’s old games. I’ve been taken captive by a serial killer. You have four days to follow the clues and find me. It felt like a test and a cruel joke and a nightmare all tangled up together.

“I’ll find you,” Reggie said to the empty bed. She picked up the half-full glass of water, took a sip, imagining Tara’s lips on this same glass the night before last.

Reggie went over to the bookshelves, hesitating a moment before she finally gave in and pulled out War and Peace. There, behind it, she found Tara’s hidden dog-eared copy of Neptune’s Hands.

“Ha!” she said out loud. Evidently the boy detective had neglected to search the shelves.

She moved her fingers over the raised silver trident on the cover, felt the gaudy crimson drops of blood that dripped from it.

Reggie tucked the book under her shirt in case she met up with Lorraine in the hall, and headed back to her own room, checking in on Vera—still sleeping.

Back in her old bedroom, she closed and locked the door, and set Neptune’s Hands down on the bed, neatly made with the Drunkard’s Path quilt. She grabbed her messenger bag and pulled out her sketchbook and pens. Then, with sure steps, shoulders squared, Reggie went right for the closet, flung open the door, and reached for the old cigar box on the shelf, carrying that over to the bed as well.

She opened the lid with trembling fingers and with a horrible sense that she’d just let the genie out of the bottle.


Chapter 24

June 20, 1985

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

“YOU’VE GOTTA SAY SOMETHING,” Tara said.

Reggie, Charlie, and Tara were in Reggie’s living room, listening to Lorraine in the kitchen. She was cleaning fish for dinner, humming as she worked. They could hear water running, the sound of a knife on a cutting board and sticky scraping sounds. Reggie pictured Lorraine deftly slitting open the belly, pulling out skeins of entrails, her fingers covered in sparkling scales.

Lorraine had been gone all day, and Reggie was starting to get worried. Then, half an hour ago, she, Charlie, and Tara had spotted Lorraine stepping out of the woods in her huge rubber waders and fishing vest, carrying her fly-fishing pole and a string of trout. From a distance, she looked like a strange monster—half frog, half woman—squishing her way up the bank.

Now she cleaned fish in the kitchen, oblivious to the news that a new hand—a hand thick with scars—had been found.

Tara was pacing, unable to hold still. “Vera’s her sister! She should know.”

“I already tried,” Reggie said, sitting because she felt queasy. “Last night I told her about my mom getting into a tan car. She said she didn’t want to hear another word about it.”

“The scarred hand, Reg,” Tara said, stopping to gesture at Reggie with her own intact right hand with its chipped blue nail polish. “The tan car. Did you see Charlie’s dad’s face when you told him that part? And that thing about what your mom said about getting married—what if that’s how Neptune lures the women away? You need to tell Lorraine all of it. Tell her you went to the cops and that they’re checking into it.”

“I can’t tell her I did that!” Reggie yelped. “She’d shoot me!”

“Why?” Charlie asked.

“Because. She’s kind of a freak about my mom. And besides, I promised her I wouldn’t even leave the house. If she finds out I went to the police station this morning—”

“But this is her sister!” Tara shrieked. Maybe she was hoping Lorraine would hear them, come in to see what all the fuss was about, and learn the truth. “And Neptune might have her right now at this very minute. Don’t you think she might want to know?”

Reggie shook her head. “I think she’d be glad.”

Charlie gasped. “What? How can you say that?”

“You should have heard Lorraine the night before last. She threw my mom out of the house! She hates her.”

“I don’t believe it,” Charlie said. “Lorraine may be a little weird, but she’s not like that.”

“That’s what you think,” Reggie said.

“I don’t get it,” Tara said, scowling. “Your mom is so cool. How could her own sister hate her?”

“I don’t know. But she always has. Maybe she’s jealous. My mom’s got the looks, the talent, and what has Lorraine got? A bunch of dead trout, her weird little bench in the garage where she sits for hours tying flies being watched over by Franken-fish.”

“Holy shit,” Tara said, eyes huge as she smacked herself in the forehead. “What if Neptune’s not a guy at all? Maybe it’s Lorraine!”

Sometimes Reggie really couldn’t believe the things that came out of Tara’s mouth. Her dowdy aunt in her fishing vest a serial killer? Reggie had to swallow down a laugh.

“You’re nuts!” Charlie yelped. “There is no way Reggie’s aunt is a serial killer.”

“Think about it, Charlie,” Tara said, voice raised with excitement. “She’s jealous, antisocial, and great with a filleting knife. And you should see all the crazy stuff she’s got in that garage—I mean, what kind of person is into taxidermy?”

Charlie rolled his eyes and let himself sink farther back into the couch.

“And didn’t you say you couldn’t find her this morning?” Tara asked Reggie. “That you called out over the bank and she didn’t answer? If she was really fishing at the brook all day, then wouldn’t she have heard you?”

“Maybe she walked down to the pond,” Reggie said, a lump forming in her throat. There was no way Lorraine was a murderer. But isn’t that what all the people close to actual serial killers always said?

The doorbell rang and they heard Lorraine running water, then walking across the kitchen and down the hall.

“Lorraine Dufrane?” a male voice said. Reggie got up and peeked down the hall. Her aunt’s tall frame filled the doorway, but in front of her was a man Reggie recognized at once: Stu Berr. Reggie’s stomach felt tight and twisted. She turned her head so that she could hear better.

“I’m Detective Berr with the Brighton Falls Police Department.”

“Yes, of course. I remember you, Stuart.”

“Is there somewhere we can talk?”

Lorraine stepped outside, closing the door.

“Oh my God, was that Charlie’s dad?” Tara’s breath was hot in Reggie’s good ear.

Reggie couldn’t answer. She stood frozen in silence.

“We’ve gotta find out what they’re saying,” Tara said, standing on tiptoes to look out the window at the top of the front door. Lorraine and Detective Berr were standing in the yard. “Come on, let’s go out the back and sneak around the house. We can hide in the bushes.” She tugged on Reggie’s arm, but Reggie couldn’t move, so Tara let go and ran off toward the kitchen. Reggie watched her go, then slowly, with leaden legs, walked back into the living room and took a seat on the couch beside Charlie.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

“Your dad’s here.”

“What?”

“He’s outside, talking to Lorraine. Tara went on a recon mission to see what she could find out. She probably thinks he’s gonna arrest Lorraine or something.”

Was he? Or was he here to tell her they’d identified the hand?

Charlie stood up.

“Please don’t,” Reggie said, reaching for his arm and holding it a little too tight. “I think we should just wait here. Can we do that? Can you just wait here with me?”

Charlie nodded, looking down at Reggie’s hand on his arm, probably wondering if he really had a choice.

“Reggie, there’s something you should know. Something my dad told me, but he made me swear not to tell anyone, because it’s like confidential police stuff.”

Reggie nodded, waiting.

“Tara was caught breaking into Ann Stickney’s apartment a couple days ago.”

“What?” Reggie pictured the photo of the fresh-faced, smiling college student that had appeared on the front page of the Hartford Examiner after her body was found.

“Ann’s roommate came home and found Tara in the kitchen. I guess she’d picked the lock. The roommate found her just sitting there, eating a bowl of cereal. They aren’t going to press charges or anything.”

“Why didn’t she tell us?” Reggie asked.

Charlie shrugged. “Why would she? I mean, it’s kind of a screwed-up thing to get caught doing. Nothing to go around bragging about.”

Reggie opened her mouth to tell Charlie about the little doll shoe Tara carried that she’d stolen from the first victim’s house, but she couldn’t do it.

Instead she turned on the TV and watched a car chase that seemed to go on forever. She set the remote back down on the coffee table and noticed a safety pin there. She imagined picking it up, opening it, running the point across her skin.

In ten minutes, Tara was back. She grabbed the remote and hit the mute button, standing in front of the TV. Behind her, one of the cars had crashed and was in flames.

“It’s her,” she announced. Her eyes, ringed with smudgy kohl black makeup, were open wide. She looked like an excited panda bear. “The hand belongs to your mom, Reg.” Tara’s mouth trembled a little, and Reggie was sure she was suppressing an excited smile.

Everything started to spin and Reggie closed her eyes.

“How do they know for sure?” Charlie asked, his voice low and serious.

“Fingerprints,” Tara explained. “I guess Vera was arrested once or something and they had her prints on file.”

“Arrested?” Charlie said.

Reggie remembered going with Lorraine to pick her mother up from the police station. What had she been arrested for?

Reggie stood up and walked down the hall.

“Reg,” Tara called after her.

“Leave her,” Charlie said.

Reggie went through the front door in time to catch the taillights of Stu Berr’s car moving down the driveway. The door to the garage closed with a quiet thud, signaling that Lorraine had retreated to her fly-tying workshop. Reggie followed, walking up to the door, not sure what she was going to say, but knowing she needed to find a way to make her aunt tell her everything: what Detective Berr had said, why the police had had Vera’s fingerprints on file.

She’s my mother, Reggie planned to say. I have a right to know.

She put her hand on the doorknob and was about to turn it when a sound stopped her. It began as a low moan and worked its way up to the fierce howl of an animal in pain. Reggie let go of the doorknob and stepped sideways, peeking in the small window. Her aunt was doubled over, hands clenched into fists, screaming. When she straightened herself, she began flinging everything off her workbench: tiny hooks, feathers, thread, wire, and tools all falling to the cold cement floor. The hideously deformed stuffed trout watched from the far wall, his glass eye dull. Reggie took a step back, then turned and ran back to the house, knees wobbly, chest aching.

 

“THE COPS AREN’T GONNA do shit,” Tara was saying when Reggie walked back into the living room. Tara caught sight of her and said, “I’m sorry, Reg, but you know it’s true. If we want to find your mom, we’re gonna have to do it on our own.”

“Right,” Reggie said, trying to swallow the lump in her throat back down. “And how are we supposed to do that?” She looked back down at the safety pin, her skin feeling prickly, almost like it was begging for her to pick the pin up and open it.

“We go to the places where you know she hangs out. We look for the theater she’s been rehearsing at and find some of her friends. Someone’s bound to have seen her. Someone’s gotta know who this guy is she was planning on marrying.”

“Don’t you think my dad and the other cops have already tried that?” Charlie asked.

“No doubt. But come on, who’s gonna talk to cops? You’re Vera’s daughter. Her friends will talk to you. I’m sure they will.” Tara’s eyes were bright and glittering. She fingered the hourglass charm around her neck. “Your mother deserves our best shot, Reg. So do the other victims—Andrea, Candace, Ann.” Tara reached into her pocket and fiddled with something. Was she still carrying around that doll shoe? Did she have something new in there as well—a little trinket picked up from Ann’s apartment?

It scared Reggie a little—how consumed Tara had become with all of this. But deep down, she believed Tara was right—the police were not going to catch this guy. They’d had their chance and failed three times. And this time was different. This time, it was her own mother’s life at stake.

“I don’t know the name of the theater—it’s down in New Haven somewhere. I know the director’s name is Rabbit. He lives around here, I think. I know that sometimes they drive back and go to the bars on Airport Road. My mom’s bag is always full of matchbooks from those places—places like Runway 36 and Reuben’s.”

Tara nodded. “So we start there.”


DAY TWO


Chapter 25

October 21, 2010

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

REGGIE WAS ON HER back in a cave, someplace dark and airless. Her hands and feet were bound. A bell was ringing, quietly at first, then louder, like the clattering warning of a railroad crossing—the train is coming, stay back.

She thrashed her way into a sitting position, opened her eyes. Her watch said 8:00 A.M. Reggie squinted at it, then around her childhood bedroom, up at the water stains on the ceiling.

She wondered what Tara was looking at right now.

Down the hall, Vera’s bell was ringing.

Reggie was on top of the covers, still dressed, the contents of the memory box strewn out on the quilt around her: matchbooks, photographs, the wooden swan George had given Vera just before she disappeared. Neptune’s Hands lay open on her lap. She must have drifted off around four in the morning, eyes and brain fuzzy.

The room felt hot and stuffy. She needed to get that window open. She’d bring in some tools later, see if she could loosen it.

“Coming, Mom!” Reggie shouted, grabbing the book and stashing it under her mattress, like a kid hiding porn. Her back ached and her skull was vibrating with names and little details—the men her mother dated: Rabbit, Sal the photographer, Mr. Hollywood; the bars her mother frequented, places Reggie hadn’t thought of in years, places whose very names conjured up the smell of stale beer and cigarette smoke: Reuben’s, Runway 36, Silver Wings—she had matchbooks and paper coasters from each of these places. She thought of the bar her mother had taken her to the day she lost her ear, the place with the spinning stools where they’d met the Boxer.

Did you know I was the Aphrodite Cold Cream girl?

Want to see a trick? Buy me a drink and I’ll show you.

She could see it so clearly, her mother’s perfect hand holding the egg the bartender had given her, her nails a gory red against the white of the shell.

Reggie blinked, running her fingers over the latex folds of her prosthetic ear. She stopped at her bedroom door, which was slightly ajar. Hadn’t she fallen asleep with the door locked last night? She was sure she had. An unnerving feeling wormed its way through her as she stood with her hand on the knob.

The bell jangled harder, faster.

“Coming!” she called.

She pushed open the door and practically ran into Lorraine. “Shit!” Reggie yelped. “You scared me.”

“Sorry,” Lorraine mumbled, looking startled herself. She was in her old flannel nightgown, gray hair down and tangled-looking. “I was just going for your mother.”

“I got it,” Reggie said. “You go try to sleep in a little.”

Reggie walked down the carpeted hall and into the bedroom, where her mother flailed a brass bell through the air with her left hand.

“Good morning,” Reggie said, smiling down, rubbing sleep from her eyes.

“He’s here,” her mother wailed, voice shaking, eyes panicked as a mouse in a trap.

“Where?” Reggie asked, instantly awake, skin prickling from the rush of adrenaline.

“Under the bed.”

Reggie drew in a breath, got down on her hands and knees, and peered under the bed.

“There’s nothing, Mom,” Reggie said, feeling her body relax.

Vera laughed, a terrible wheezing sound. “That’s just what Old Scratch wants you to think.” She shifted around in the bed, looking impossibly small under the covers.

Reggie turned and did a quick sweep of the room. The closet door was closed. She opened it slowly, standing off to the side. Nothing. Only a few old dresses on hangers and the smell of mothballs.

“Let’s get a pillow behind you,” Reggie said, going back over to the bed. “You don’t look very comfortable. Hand me the bell.”

Reggie took the brass bell, and something else fell out of her mother’s hand. A tiny scrap of paper fluttered down onto the covers.

“What’s this?” she asked, picking it up from the damp tangle of sheets. It was a small square of newsprint, neatly folded. Reggie opened it up to discover the article from yesterday’s Examiner: HAS NEPTUNE RETURNED TO BRIGHTON FALLS? The edges neatly cut.

“Where did you get this?” Reggie asked. “Did Lorraine give it to you?”

Reggie looked back down at the article and saw that at the very bottom of the page, someone had printed a message in blue ink, using neat block letters:

REGINA WILL BE NEXT

She took in a gasping breath, as if stung.

Vera shook her head. “He did.”

“Mom, for God’s sake, who is ‘he’? Who are you talking about?”

“There was a crooked man and he walked a crooked mile,” Vera whispered.

Reggie’s whole body was vibrating with panic like a tuning fork. She heard footsteps creeping in the hallway, moving toward them. She looked for a weapon and picked up the lamp on her mother’s bedside table.

“Thought I’d see if I could lend a hand,” Lorraine said as she came into the room in her fluffy terry cloth robe. “Trouble with the light?”

“I’ll be right back,” Reggie said, setting the lamp down, hurrying past her aunt, down the halls and downstairs to the kitchen, still clutching the newspaper clipping. The table was cleaned off and she went for the recycling bin next to the garbage can.

“Are you okay?” Lorraine asked. She’d followed Reggie down to the kitchen and now stood, looking perplexed as Reggie pawed through junk mail, juice bottles, and tuna cans.

“Yesterday’s paper,” Reggie said. “Where is it?”

“I don’t know. It was on the table. The last time I saw it was when you were reading it.”

Reggie looked through the kitchen trash, but the bag was empty.

“You took the trash out?”

“There was fish in there. I didn’t want it stinking up the kitchen.”

Reggie went out through the front door, down the steps, nearly tripping over this morning’s edition of the Hartford Examiner, which was wrapped in a blue plastic bag, tossed onto the bottom step. Reggie hurried across the driveway, where she found the tall, green wheeled can beside the garage. She opened the lid, and there, on top of the white bags, was yesterday’s paper, the lead story neatly cut out of it.

So either someone came into the house, cut out the article, and gave it to Vera, or it was Lorraine. Or maybe her mother had sneaked downstairs and clipped out the article herself, writing the warning at the bottom like some kind of sibyl.

None of those possibilities gave Reggie a warm, glowing feeling.

Shit.

Her mind circled back again to Lorraine, and she told herself she was an idiot for even considering it. Still, the doors had been locked, and Reggie knew she hadn’t given her mother the newspaper. But why would Lorraine do it? To threaten Vera? To keep her quiet? That would only make sense if . . . if Lorraine was Neptune.

“Impossible,” Reggie said out loud as she tossed the newspaper with the cut-out front page back into the trash can. She looked down at the article in her hand with its ominous message penned in blue ink:

REGINA WILL BE NEXT

She was about to head back inside and make some coffee when she heard a car coming up the driveway. It was a dark sedan, and as it pulled up right behind Reggie’s truck, she recognized the driver. Detective Levi.

“Morning,” Reggie said as he got out of his car. She tried to keep her face bright and cheerful, and not let any of the morning’s anxiety show through. She stuffed the cut-out article with its neatly written warning into the front pocket of her jeans.

“I was hoping I’d catch you,” he said. “When I spoke to your aunt yesterday she told me you were on your way back.”

Reggie nodded. “What can I do for you?”

He pulled a small notebook out of his jacket pocket and flipped through it. “I understand you and Tara Dickenson were close?”

“For a while when we were kids.”

“Not so much now?”

“Last Saturday was the first time I’d seen her in twenty-five years.”

“So you don’t know anything about her current friends, family, a boyfriend?”

Reggie shook her head, looked back toward the house to see Lorraine watching them through the kitchen window. “The only family I ever met was her mom. She talked about aunts and cousins, but I don’t know any of them.”

“Her mother passed away two years ago. And I can’t seem to find any other family.”

“Did you check places she’d worked—the hospital, the hospice agency? Someone there might know something.” Christ, it was ridiculous, Reggie feeling like she needed to do his job for him.

Evidently he didn’t approve either. He gave her an annoyed look. “Of course. Those individuals have already been interviewed.”

“I’m sorry I can’t help you,” Reggie said. She touched the piece of newspaper in her pocket and thought briefly of showing Detective Levi. But what good would it do? He’d probably put them under constant surveillance, have a cop following Reggie wherever she went, and what were her chances of finding Tara then?

“If you don’t mind, I need to get back inside. My mom just got up and I’ve got to go get her cleaned up and fed.”

“Just one more thing for now, Ms. Dufrane. I understand you and Tara were close back when your mother was taken?”

Reggie nodded, felt a lump in throat. If he asked what had happened to their friendship, she’d just give him the standard line—people change, grow apart, we went to different schools.

Detective Levi cleared his throat. “Can you tell me about Tara’s reaction to the Neptune killings?”

“Her reaction?”

“See, I was going through old notes and I discovered that Tara was caught breaking into one of the victims’ apartments—Ann Stickney. The officers who questioned her seemed to feel she was a little—obsessed—with the Neptune case.”

Reggie stiffened. “We were all a little obsessed, Detective. It was a small town, a lot smaller then, and it was the biggest thing that had ever happened to any of us.”

Detective Levi nodded and closed his notebook. “Did you know that Tara spent some time in a psychiatric hospital? Just after high school.”

“No, I—like I said, we lost touch.”

“Apparently her mother found her trying to cut her own right hand off.” He studied her face, watching her reaction.

Reggie coughed to cover up the gasp that had slipped out. The ornate bird tattoo over Tara’s wrist. She’d had it done to cover the scars.

“I’m sorry, but I’ve got to get inside,” Reggie said, head spinning.

“I’ll be in touch soon,” Detective Levi said. He got in his car and started to back carefully down the driveway.

She was heading back toward the house when she heard a strange shuffling noise somewhere behind her. Reggie turned, her body humming, jaw locked, her one ear listening as hard as it could.

The tree. It had come from up in the tree.

A squirrel jumping from branch to branch, maybe?

No.

She heard it again. The sound of something sliding across old creaky floorboards.

Something was inside the tree house. The old tree house was about ten feet up, and the rope ladder was swinging slightly, even though there was no breeze.

Reggie listened to what sounded like footsteps.

She turned back down the driveway, watching as Detective Levi’s car pulled out of sight. Shit.

Holding her breath, she walked slowly to the back of her truck, opened it up, and grabbed the biggest screwdriver she had from her toolbox.

Slowly she walked the twenty paces to the bottom of the tree house, her eyes on the framed window, where she saw no sign of movement. Her legs were rubbery and hollow-feeling, like the legs of a doll. She gripped the plastic handle of the screwdriver with its eight-inch blade tightly in her sweaty palm. Her heart pounded and her mouth went dry, the back of her throat having a strange chemical taste that she tried to swallow down. The rope ladder with its wooden slats rotted through in places was swinging gently. Above her came a dragging noise.

“Hello?” she called.

No answer.

She tucked the screwdriver into her belt like a pirate’s cutlass and started to climb. She tested each step tentatively with her feet, making sure she held tight to the ropes in case the wood didn’t hold. But the rope itself was frayed in places, and she wasn’t sure that was too sturdy either.

Stupid, stupid, stupid, she told herself. What if you fall and break your ankle now?

Or what if Neptune’s up there, waiting, knife in hand?

What good would a screwdriver be then?

An absurd thought came to her—maybe it was Tara. She’d escaped the serial killer and come to their old hideout to be safe. Tara, who’d supposedly tried to cut her own right hand off. Don’t think about that now. Reggie gripped the rope tighter.

Reggie got to the top and eased the trapdoor open carefully, just a crack, worried that she’d come face-to-face with a rabid raccoon. But that’s not what she saw.

There, about three feet in front of her, was a pair of men’s boots. They were moving in her direction.


Chapter 26

June 21, 1985

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

“COME ON, HOP IN. It’s a heap of shit, but it goes.” Sid’s Mustang had a few patches of rust, but was a kickass car nonetheless. Reggie stood with her back to Monique’s Wish, grateful that Lorraine was still locked away in her room on the other side of the house. She’d taken to her bed since getting the news about Vera yesterday. Reggie gave the house one last nervous backward glance, knowing her aunt would never approve of her getting into a high school boy’s Mustang.

They hadn’t pulled out of Reggie’s driveway before Sid grabbed a joint from the ashtray. He tried, without success, to make the car lighter work, popping it in, waiting, then pulling it out, staring at its dead, cold surface and mumbling, “Fuck.” Finally, he leaned across Tara and got a Bic lighter from the glove compartment, which was crammed full of napkins, ketchup packets, and loose change. Sid lit up, took a hit, and blew the smoke out the window toward Monique’s Wish.

“Fuck!” he yelped again, for what Reggie realized could have been any number of reasons. Sid took another hit, then passed the joint to Tara, who took a long puff before handing it to Charlie. Tara had done her hair in punked-out spikes. Charlie said she looked like a berserk porcupine.

“No thanks. I’m fine.”

“Come on, Chuckles, it’ll do you good. Trust me. And all the great guitar players are total potheads, you know that, right?”

Charlie shook his head. “I said I was fine.”

“You’re not gonna narc on me to your pop, are you, cuz?” Sid asked.

“Of course not.”

Having Sid drive them in their search for clues about Reggie’s mother had been Tara’s idea.

“So I hate to be the bearer of bad news and all, but remember Reggie’s ankle?” Charlie had said the night before, when Reggie finally consented to go see what they could find. “How are we supposed to get to bars out on Airport Road?”

“Not to worry, Chucky, I’ve got it all figured out,” Tara had told him. “What we need is a chauffeur. A man with a set of wheels.”

Charlie had looked blankly at her for a second, then as if the name has passed through the air above them, he stepped back. “Oh no! No freaking way!”

“You have a better idea?” Tara had asked. “Come on, Charlie. Cousin Sid is perfect. He’s got a killer car, a criminal nature, and I’m willing to bet he’s got a sense of adventure. Plus, I hear he’s got a fake ID. He hangs out at those places. I can’t think of a better tour guide.”

“No,” Charlie had said.

“If you don’t ask him, I will,” Tara had said.

Charlie blew out an exasperated breath.

“Come on, Charlie,” Tara had said, cuddling up against him. “We need you. You’ve got crime-fighting genes.”

“Sometimes you really suck,” he’d told her.

“But that’s why you love me so much,” she’d said, kissing his cheek. He flushed.

 

TARA HELD THE JOINT out to Reggie. “Try some. It’ll be good for you. It’ll slow down all the craziness in your head.”

Reggie reached for the joint and took a tentative little puff while they cruised through town. She’d never smoked pot before, never even tried a cigarette. Now here she was in the warm cocoon of Sid’s car, doing this totally criminal thing, and it gave her a rush; a sense of slipping out of her own skin and becoming something else entirely. It was a little like the way she’d felt with the razor blade in her hand. She coughed and sputtered as the smoke prickled her lungs.

Tara rolled her eyes. “You’re a total neophyte,” she said, and Reggie wanted to tell her not to bother showing off in front of Sid, ’cause he wasn’t exactly the type to be impressed by a big vocabulary.

“Tell me, Tara, does smoking dope bring you better in tune with the spirit world?” Charlie asked mockingly.

“Maybe it does, Chuckles, maybe it does,” she said, blowing smoke in his direction.

“What’s all this about?” Sid asked.

“Tara here talks to dead people. Sometimes they talk through her.”

“No shit?” Sid said, looking truly impressed as he turned to Tara. “How do you do that?”

“I don’t know,” Tara said, closing her eyes to think about it. “I guess it’s kind of like having a special antenna—”

“So now you’re an insect?” Charlie said.

“No, dumb ass,” Tara snapped. “I meant like a radio antenna. A super strong one that can pick up on far-off signals.”

“Can you do it now?” Sid asked.

She shook her head. “It doesn’t work like that. It’s up to the spirits, not me.”

Charlie laughed. “Riiiight,” he said.

Sid started singing, “I got a black magic woman, she’s got me so blind I can’t see . . .”

Before long, they were on Airport Road, driving past the barns used for curing tobacco, their red paint faded, and miles of white gauze netting supported on poles and wires, laid out like medieval tents to shade the sticky leafed plants. Reggie was remembering the flat tire, the sprained ankle. When the giant headshot of the candy cane waitress came up, she looked the other way and held her breath the way kids on school buses reminded each other to do when they were passing cemeteries. As if dead souls were floating around like puffs of smoke just waiting to be inhaled.

“The best cigar wrappers in the world come from right here,” Sid said. “But you never want to work in those fields, fuck no. I did it for a summer. Me and my buddy Josh. You get paid shit. It’s a hundred and ten degrees under the shade cloth, and the tobacco juice is so sticky it rips all the hair out of your arms. Nature’s Nair, man. Seriously.”

Sid rubbed at his arms.

“And fistfights every day, no shit. Some tough assholes there. Prisoners on daylong furloughs, Puerto Ricans bused in from the north end of Hartford, day laborers down on their luck. Some of those fuckers carried guns to work.”

“No way,” Tara said, eyes wide.

Sid nodded. “Totally,” he said.

Charlie made a disgusted chuffing sound and turned away from them, looking out the window.

Soon the road widened to four lanes and the farms gave way to low cinder block shopping plazas, cheap motels, and bars.

“So, what? We’re on some kind of lost-and-found missing-person mission or something?” Sid asked.

“We’re trying to find out what we can about Reggie’s mom,” Tara said. “Maybe track down some of her friends.”

Sid nodded, then glanced in the rearview mirror at Reggie in the backseat. “Tough fucking break, huh? Are they sure it’s your mom’s hand?”

“Of course they’re sure,” Charlie said. “My dad came to her house and said so himself.”

“Well if old Yogi says it’s true, then it’s true.”

“Yogi?” Tara asked.

“That’s what the other cops call him. And a bunch of other guys, too. Didn’t Charlie tell you?”

Tara shook her head.

“Get it,” Sid said. “Yogi Berr? You know—” Sid made a goofy face and said in his best cartoon-bear voice, “I’m smarter than the av-uh-ridge bear.”

Tara laughed and Charlie gave the back of her head an icy look.

“Are your dad and Yogi pretty close?” Tara asked.

“Fuck no!” Sid said. “They fight about pretty much everything. They’ve been competitive as hell since they were kids—fighting over girls, who was the better football player, whose schlong was bigger—typical brother stuff. They can hardly stand each other, isn’t that right, Charlie?”

Charlie gave a noncommittal grunt.

“Provisions!” Sid announced, turning fast into the parking lot of Cumberland Farms, making the tires squeal. Sid and Tara went into the store. Reggie and Charlie waited in the Mustang, listening as a jet flew in overhead, watching as its shadow passed over the car, crossed the four lanes of traffic.

“What an asshole,” Charlie said. “And I can’t believe you guys are actually smoking pot with him. What are you thinking?”

“Tara said it would help,” Reggie said.

“And did it?”

Reggie shrugged. “I’m not sure.” The pot hadn’t slowed down her thoughts exactly but made them seem strung together. One flowed into the next, and on and on they went like a string of beads. Maybe thoughts were always connected like that, but you had to be high to see it. She wondered if it was like that for everyone, and if, when people got together, the strings of bead intertwined, the colors, shapes, and textures blending—if this is what conversation was. She wanted to say all this to Charlie but wasn’t sure how to begin.

“My mom has this theory,” she said, “that there’s this big web connecting everyone on earth. That we’re all strung together with serial killers and the president and the guy behind us in the checkout line at the grocery store.”

“Sounds like she’s the one who’s been smoking weed,” Charlie said.

“So you don’t believe in connections?”

“I believe we’re connected to the people we know. You and I might have some kind of secret string between us, but me and the president? I don’t buy it.”

“Do you think that if there is a web like that, or a secret string or whatever, that you could send thoughts or feelings to another person without saying anything?”

“Jesus, Reggie, you’re so wasted! Next thing you know, you’ll be the one channeling dead chicks.”

She reached out and took his hand. “Close your eyes,” she said. “I’m sending you a message.” She concentrated with all her might, trying to explain all of her feelings for him in three simple unspoken words: I love you. It felt a little corny, but still very brave. After a minute, he broke away.

“Well?” she asked, buzzing and hopeful. “Did you get anything?”

“Yeah, I did,” he said, his face serious. Reggie held her breath. He looked deeply into her eyes. “I got that you are stoned out of your gourd. It’s a miracle. Now I believe.” He turned away and started fidgeting with the door lock. “God, what is taking them so long?” he asked, sounding much too pissed off. “All we need is for some cop to pull up and take one whiff of the fumes coming out of this car. We’d be screwed.”

Sid and Tara returned with four Dr Peppers and a box of powdered sugar donuts. Sid opened the box and grabbed one. He turned the donut in his hand, pulled it up to his eye, and stared through the hole.

“Have you heard about the hole in the ozone? Now that’s some fucked-up shit. Know what caused it? Fucking hairspray. Aerosol deodorant. Chlorofluorocarbons. We’re all gonna get cancer, shrivel up and die because we want to look and smell pretty.” He took a bite of the donut. “The end of life as we know it.”

He finished the donut in three quick bites, then grabbed a second. The powdered sugar drifted down like snow, covering his faded black T-shirt in white speckles. “So, Reggie, tell me about your mother,” Sid said. “Like, when was the last time you saw her? Did she leave any clues or anything behind?”

And Reggie, feeling comforted by her string-of-beads theory, relaxed by how nonchalant Sid had been about the end of the world, surprised herself by telling the whole story, the highlights at least. Sid listened attentively, scarfing down donuts. He’d finished three-quarters of the box by the time Reggie was through. Tara was just licking the powdered sugar off hers. Charlie didn’t take one.

“Well, no offense to Uncle Yogi, but I’ve gotta agree with black magic woman here—you can pretty much give up on the idea of the cops doing anything. They’ve got their heads so far up their asses Neptune will kill every chick in town before they catch him. Fucking retards.”

Charlie sprang forward, “Hey,” he said, but Tara shot him a warning look, and he sank back in his seat, crossing his arms.

Reggie reached for a donut, realized it was the first food she’d had that day.

“The cops don’t have enough brain cells to handle anything beyond the mundane. Trust me on that one. No, Reggie”—Sid slapped the steering wheel—“if you want to find out what happened to your mom, you’re gonna have to do it on your own. You guys were right to call me. I’m the exact right person to help.”

Reggie swallowed a chunk of donut. It was powdery and dry and didn’t want to go down.

“How do you figure that?” Charlie asked, fiddling with the door handle now, like he was considering taking off and walking back home.

“I might not know anything about New Haven or theaters or actors. But I know the places on Airport Road. I’ve got connections, cuz. I know people who hang out at those bars.”

“You mean drug dealers?” Charlie said.

“Business associates,” Sid corrected casually. “Now come on, we’ll start with Runway 36. The bouncer there is a friend of mine. And I promised I’d drop a little something off for him tonight anyway.”

Tara looked back at Charlie with an I-told-you-so smile. Charlie closed his eyes and put his head back on the red leather seat.

Reggie remembered the last time she’d been in a bar and what it had led to. She self-consciously reached out and touched the new ear, ran her fingers over its rubbery folds.

Sid slammed the car into reverse and backed up fast, missing a cement pillar by only a couple of inches, and then laughing when he finally saw it.

“Would you look at that? You all stick with me. I’m lucky as shit,” he said.


Chapter 27

October 21, 2010

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

REGGIE NEARLY LOST HER grip on the ladder as she scrabbled for her screwdriver. Above her, the door swung open all the way and a figure crouched down, smiling a Cheshire cat grin.

“Need a boost?” he asked, voice smooth as he reached for her.

“Charlie?” she stammered, holding her hand out to his, letting him help her up into the tree house.

“God, Reggie, I can’t believe it’s you. You look great. Really great.”

“You scared the shit out of me!” She scrambled the rest of the way up, tucking the screwdriver back into her belt. She dusted off her knees and took a step back, letting herself take him in from a distance. He wore jeans and a brown leather bomber jacket. He was taller, much heavier around the middle than he’d been back then. His face, once thin and angular, was big and doughy, jowly as a mastiff. His hair was thinner and there were wrinkles around his puffy eyes. He looked a lot like his father, only without the big bushy mustache. Her first thought was, God, do I look this old and crappy to him?

“I’m sorry,” Charlie said, eyeing the enormous screwdriver. “I heard about Tara on the news this morning. And they said your mother was back. Then I looked online and saw this picture of you and your mother in front of the house a few days ago. I had to come and see for myself. And to find out if you’d heard anything new about Tara.”

There it was again: that old spark of jealousy Reggie had always felt when Charlie spoke Tara’s name. Stupid, feeling it now. Especially now that she looked at him and felt no pangs of love or romance. She didn’t even find him mildly attractive. It was strange to think that this was the boy she’d pined after for years, the very object of her unrequited love. The whole thing seemed . . . disappointing really.

This was the boy she’d grown up with and married over and over again in her fantasy life; that alternate universe where Neptune never took Vera and everything turned out the way it was meant to before some psychotic fuck messed it all up.

“So you came looking for me in the tree house?”

“No! Of course not. I came to your house and was heading for the front door when I saw the tree house. I couldn’t resist coming up to take a peek.”

She nodded. She was surprised she’d resisted until now. The tree house, like Monique’s Wish, was showing signs of age and neglect. The plank floor felt springy under her feet; the roof had been leaking. The empty holes where the windows should have gone had let years of rain and snow inside, quietly rotting the wood. There in the corner was the stack of games they’d left behind: Clue, Monopoly, Life, and the Ouija board. The boxes were faded and tattered, chewed through by mice and nesting squirrels. There was a Coke bottle full of Tara’s old cigarette butts. It was like stepping into a time capsule.

“Why didn’t you answer when I called up?” Reggie asked.

“I guess I panicked. I realized I’d look like a crazy person, so I thought if I held still, maybe you’d just go away and I could come down in a bit and knock on the door like a regular visitor.”

Reggie nodded. It seemed plausible. Strange but plausible.

“It’s true, then?” he asked. “Your mother’s back? She’s in the house now?”

Reggie nodded.

“Unbelievable,” he said. His breath had a little wheeze to it, like he’d developed asthma. Reggie guessed he was just out of shape and not used to so much excitement.

Charlie had never been big on excitement.

“Tell me about it.”

Charlie kicked at a loose floorboard. “I can’t believe this place is still standing. Takes you back, being up here, doesn’t it?”

It certainly did. She could almost see the shadows of their younger selves behind them, oblivious ghosts watching the time slip through Tara’s hourglass. You have one minute to live . . .

She’d been thirteen the last time she sat up here with Charlie. It felt like someone else’s life—a girl she read a book about once. A girl smitten over a boy she’d never have a chance with. They’d stopped speaking soon after Reggie’s mother was taken, after everything that happened that final night. Even if they’d wanted to speak, they’d been forbidden to.

Lorraine agreed to send Reggie to the Brooker School for Girls that fall, using most of the family’s savings to keep her there four years as a day student. But it was a whole three towns away, and most of the kids there were from far enough away that they knew almost nothing about Neptune or Reggie’s mother. It was nothing like the torture going to Brighton Falls High might have been.

Somehow, coming up to the tree house by herself never felt right, so it sat abandoned.

She walked over to the sleeping bags, chewed through by mice and squirrels, and gave them a kick to make sure no rodent families were currently residing there. Her foot hit something hard. She leaned down, cautiously pulled back the tattered fabric and stuffing to reveal Charlie’s beat-up acoustic guitar. “It’s still here!” she exclaimed. “You never came back for it?”

Charlie shook his head. “It was a piece of shit compared to the ones I had at home. I guess I kind of forgot about it.” He leaned down, pulled the guitar out of the tangled nest of fluff. He ran his hand over the body and up the neck, eyes wide. “I’ll be damned” was all he said.

“You still play?” Reggie asked.

“Nah. Not for a long, long time.” He held the guitar against his thick belly and gave it a strum; then his fingers moved into position and he played a few out-of-tune chords. He shook his head as if he still couldn’t believe it and laid the instrument down, his eyes still fixed on it, misty and strange, reminding Reggie a little of the way he used to look at Tara.

“So,” Reggie said, “tell me about yourself. What are you up to these days?”

“I’m in real estate, actually. I kind of fell into it by accident. I studied marine biology in college and did some research work in Maine for a while, but I got homesick and came back to Brighton Falls. I sold cars at my uncle Bo’s dealership, but working for him kind of sucked. I got my Realtor’s license and discovered I had a real knack for selling houses. I run my own agency now.” He fumbled in his jacket for a business card.

Berr Real Estate, Charles Berr, Broker CRB, BRI

“Any family?” Reggie asked.

Charlie seemed to squirm a little. “Divorced.”

“Sorry,” Reggie said.

“Don’t be,” he told her. “We were all wrong for each other.”

“Kids?” Reggie asked.

“I’ve got a son, Jeremy. He’s six. I see him every other weekend.” He walked to the opposite corner, leaned down, and picked up an old, rusty hammer.

“We had such big plans for this place,” he said, studying the hammer.

Reggie only nodded.

He set the hammer back down. “So, I hear you’re some kind of cutting-edge architect,” he said.

She nodded.

“That’s great, Reggie. And what about you? Married? Any family?”

Now it was her turn to squirm. But she stopped herself and instead stood up as straight and tall as she could. “No,” she said. “I guess you could say I’m married to my work. I’ve been seeing someone a while, though.” She smiled as she said it, though her stomach was in knots. Len had called again last night and left a message that said only, “It’s fine if you don’t want to talk to me right now, but please call just to let me know you’re okay. I’m really worried.”

Charlie seemed to study her a moment, as if he was waiting for her to say something more. When she didn’t, he cleared his throat. “So . . . do you think it’s really him?”

“Who?” For a second, she thought he was asking if she thought Len could really be Mr. Right.

“Neptune. Do you think it’s him or some sick copycat? I mean, shit, it’s been twenty-five years. That’s a long time for a killer to lay low.”

“I don’t know, but either way, he’s got Tara, right?”

“That’s another thing, isn’t it?” Charlie said. “Why Tara? Why take her?”

Reggie shrugged. “Maybe she knew something. Lorraine said my mom was really agitated the night before last and that Tara was up all night with her. I’ve been thinking that maybe my mom gave her some clue that she decided to follow up on, and she got too close.”

Charlie nodded. “Good theory. Makes sense. Especially given her background. Remember how crazy the whole Neptune thing made her? How obsessed she was? Like it was her mission to catch him and no one else stood a chance?” He was breathing too fast, taking little fish-out-of-water gulps of air.

Reggie nodded. “Is your dad still a cop?”

“No. He retired four years ago. Spends most of his time working on this old boat he bought. He’s got it docked down in New London. Between you and me, I think he spends more time in the bar down there than on the boat.” He smiled. “Not that he doesn’t deserve it. That’s what retirement should be, right? Shooting the shit with other old guys, making up fish stories.”

Reggie smiled.

“You know what Tara would say if she were here, don’t you?” Charlie asked. “I bet she’d say what she did all those years ago—the cops aren’t going to catch this guy. If we want to find her, we have to do it ourselves.”

“I know,” Reggie said, her hand touching her shirt just over her collarbone, feeling through the fabric for Tara’s necklace. “I’ve been thinking the exact same thing.”


Chapter 28

June 21, 1985

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

WHEN REGGIE WALKED INTO Runway 36, she knew it was the place her mother had taken her the day she lost her ear. She recognized the red vinyl barstools, now cracked and patched with duct tape, the sad little booths on the left side of the restaurant, the pool table shimmed with a phone book. She bet if she was able to lift the table and look at the date on the phone book it would be at least eight years old.

Want to see a trick? Buy me a drink and I’ll show you.

Reggie’s chest felt tight. The scar tissue over her missing ear tingled.

She glanced at the glossy wood bar top, could almost see her mother’s right hand, still perfect, sprinkling salt and setting the egg on its end.

Reggie blinked the past away and looked around.

It was Friday night and the place was packed with people blowing their week’s pay. The place stank of greasy food, beer, cigarette smoke, and unwashed bodies. The floor was sticky under her feet. She felt a tug of fear and apprehension as she stepped into the loud, smoky space, thinking back to how the events that transpired here eight years ago led to her losing her ear.

Glen Campbell was singing “Rhinestone Cowboy” on the jukebox. A group of leather-clad, bearded bikers were playing pool on the shimmed table, and the one waiting to take his shot looked their way, sneering. He wore a black leather skullcap and riding chaps over his jeans.

A big guy in a tight Members Only jacket was standing by the door. He had a broad, sloped forehead that reminded Reggie of pictures she’d seen of a Neanderthal.

“No underage,” he barked as they came in.

“It’s cool, Terry, they’re with me,” Sid said, stepping up to shake the big guy’s hand. He whispered something to Terry, then reached into his pocket and pulled out a pack of Marlboros. Terry took the cigarettes and stuffed them into his jacket pocket, nodding thanks.

“We good, then?” Sid asked.

Terry gave a noncommittal grunt and let them pass.

Reggie, Tara, and Charlie followed Sid as he approached the bar, where a thin, grizzled man was polishing glasses behind the counter. A hunched-over june bug of a man was sipping a drink at the end of the bar. The man to their left wore a blue airport security uniform. Reggie guessed him to be in his early forties. His skin had the look of someone who’d spent most of his life outdoors in all kinds of weather. Alligator hide. Reggie glanced to her right, where a man dressed like he’d spent all day in the tobacco fields was whispering in Spanish into a woman’s neck, his breath tickling, making her laugh. Reggie saw she was missing a front tooth, poking her tongue out of the gap as she giggled.

Reggie leaned forward, her hands resting on one of the red stools, maybe even the one she’d sat on as a little girl, the man with the crooked nose promising to give her a dollar if she could finish her burger. Reggie imagined running into him now. Wondered if her mother had kept in touch. Jesus, maybe the Boxer was Neptune.

Did anyone ever tell you you’re a dead ringer for Marlon Brando?

Reggie scanned the crowd, studied all the rough male faces. The biker with the skullcap glowered at her.

Any of these men could be Neptune, Reggie thought, her eyes turning back to the skinny bartender. Any of them.

“If you want to order some food, you can go ahead and sit down.” The man hardly looked up from his glasses to spit out his greeting.

“Nah, no food tonight,” Sid said to the bartender. “We’re kinda looking for someone.”

Reggie was sure that once they learned who she was they’d pat her on the back and tell her whatever she needed to know.

“Who isn’t?” asked the june bug with a snicker.

“Isn’t it past your bedtime, kids?” said the skinny man, sighing. “Your mamas are probably wondering where you’re at.” He eyed Terry at the door, but Terry was talking to one of the pool players and didn’t see.

Charlie started to inch toward the front door.

“Tell ’em who you are,” Sid said, shoving Reggie forward, toward the bar.

Reggie put her hands on the scarred bar top, feeling the scratches, initials of lovers long gone, drinkers who probably died of cirrhosis.

“I’m Vera Dufrane’s daughter. You know her?”

“Everyone knows Vera,” said the june bug, laughing in an ugly way.

The skinny bartender looked up, stopped polishing for a minute. His eyes were dull and watering, his nose dripping. Reggie smiled, knowing her mother’s name was the ticket. Now she was getting somewhere.

“Didn’t know Vera had a kid,” admitted the bartender.

“Neither did I,” agreed the june bug.

For a moment no one spoke. Reggie’s cheeks grew hot and she felt the heat radiating out to her one real ear, making it red.

The jukebox blared “A Horse with No Name.”

Runway 36 was a little behind in the music department. No Madonna or Wham! on the soundtrack.

“She’s been doing a play in New Haven,” Reggie said. “We were hoping we could find some of her theater friends and talk to them.”

The bartender squinted at her. “A play?”

Reggie nodded. “In New Haven.”

The bartender stared blankly at her.

“Reggie here said her mom was planning to get married,” Sid said. “Any idea who the lucky guy might be?”

“Married?” said the june bug. “Vera?” He laughed a rusty little laugh. “Right.”

“The cops were in here earlier asking about her,” the bartender said. “She in some kind of trouble or something?”

“Maybe,” said Tara.

“Probably just lying low,” the june bug said. “Vera does that sometimes.”

Behind them, one of the bikers playing pool, yelled, “Scratch!”

Reggie spun around, looking for her mother’s version of Old Scratch—horns, hooves, and pitchfork. Then Reggie realized it was just the game, a bad shot. The biker in the skullcap was pounding his opponent on the shoulder, saying, “Fifty bucks! Cough it up.”

Reggie turned back to the bar.

“Did you try Vera’s place?” the guy in the security uniform asked. duane said his name tag.

“We just came from the house,” Sid said.

The security guard smiled a You kids sure can be stupid smile and shook his head like he wasn’t at all surprised.

“Not her house. Her place. She’s always kept a room over at Alistair’s. About two miles down the road. Airport Efficiencies, it’s called.”


Chapter 29

October 21, 2010

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

CHARLIE AND REGGIE SAT across from each other at the kitchen table, steam from coffee cups rising between them. The morning edition of the Hartford Examiner was open on the table, Tara’s face peering up at them. In the lower left corner, was an old photo of Vera. Reggie skimmed the article.

“Shit,” she said. “They know everything. It says that Tara was working here, taking care of my mom.”

Charlie nodded, reaching for his coffee. “I’m surprised it took them this long.”

Reggie folded up the paper in disgust.

Charlie had carried his guitar out of the tree house, and it was now sitting in one of the kitchen chairs, a silent and watchful old friend joining them for coffee.

Reggie had made herself a triple espresso, and an Americano for Charlie.

“This is great,” he said, taking a sip. “Sure beats my usual Dunkin’ Donuts.”

“Be careful,” Reggie warned with a sly smile. “Once you’ve tasted real coffee, there’s no going back.”

Charlie took another sip and looked around the kitchen. “I can’t believe your aunt’s still here. This is a big house to live in and take of. It’s a lot for one person.”

“Well, as you can see, she hasn’t exactly been keeping up with things.”

“Think I should give her a card? Would she ever consider selling, moving into someplace more manageable? There are some new condos across from Millers’ Farm—they’re actually pretty nice.”

Reggie shook her head. “She’ll never leave here. She and this house, they’re . . .”—Reggie searched for the right word—“bound.”

She couldn’t imagine her aunt anywhere else.

The Nautilus house Reggie was designing would be perfect for a single person on the move. Lorraine could cross the country, going from one trout stream to the next. But she’d never leave. It was as if she were a part of the house, a woman formed from stone and cement, just as cold and unyielding as the foot-thick walls that formed their fortress.

As if on cue, Lorraine wandered into the kitchen, carrying a dirty bowl to the sink.

“You remember Charlie Berr?” Reggie said.

Lorraine eyed him suspiciously. “Yes. Of course. Nice to see you again, Charles.”

“You too, Miss Dufrane.” He gave her his warmest smile, but Lorraine’s face remained unchanged.

“How’s your father?” Lorraine asked.

“Fine, thanks. Busier than ever now that he’s retired. He went and bought a boat. Does a lot of fishing.”

Lorraine gave a stiff nod. “And your uncle Bo, how’s he?”

Charlie looked down at the floor. “Not so good. He’s got cancer.”

“Cancer?” Lorraine said, frowning hard.

“Yes, ma’am. Pancreatic.”

“I’m so sorry.” Her face softened. “How’s Frances holding up?”

“As well as can be expected.”

Lorraine nodded. “You give them my best, will you, Charles?” She ran water into the bowl in the sink and reached for a sponge and dish soap.

So much for cold and unyielding. Lorraine had softened in her old age. Maybe it was seeing her peers get old and sick. Or maybe, Reggie thought, Lorraine was only sympathetic to people who were dying.

“Lorraine,” Reggie said, “I found yesterday’s paper out in the trash can. Are you sure you didn’t put it there?”

Lorraine shook her head. “I told you, the last time I saw the paper was yesterday when you were looking at it. It was right here on the table.” She finished washing the bowl and put it in the dish drainer. Then she turned to face Reggie. “Maybe you put it out in the trash and just don’t remember.” Lorraine seemed flustered.

“Maybe,” Reggie said, thinking No way in hell.

“I got your mother some oatmeal, but she went back to sleep before she had much,” Lorraine said.

Reggie nodded. “We can try again later. If you need me for anything, we’ll be upstairs.”

Lorraine gave her a disapproving look that made Reggie feel like she was a teenager again, trying to sneak a boy up to her bedroom. Lorraine went back to looking at Charlie with suspicion. Then her eye caught on the newspaper and she unfolded it, saw the photos and headline, and immediately closed it.

“Is this yours?” Lorraine said, holding up the large screwdriver Reggie had left sitting on the table beside the paper.

Not wanting to admit to grabbing it as a weapon earlier, Reggie reached for it and said, “Yeah. The window in my room is stuck. I needed something to loosen it up a bit.”

Lorraine nodded.

“Come on upstairs, Charles,” Reggie drawled in her best impression of Lorraine. It was stupid and petty, making fun of her aunt, especially after she’d just watched Lorraine being so kind. Grow the hell up, she told herself.

Charlie grabbed his guitar and followed, giving a respectful nod to Lorraine. When they were climbing the stairs, he said, “I don’t think she’s too happy that I’m here.” His voice was a low hiss, air coming out of a punctured balloon.

“Lorraine’s never too happy about much of anything,” Reggie said. Except when she learns someone’s dying. Then she’s all sweetness and sympathy.

They stopped at Vera’s doorway and looked in. She was sound asleep, head at an awkward angle, oatmeal covering her chin.

“Wow.” Charlie gasped, his breath rattling in his chest. “I can’t believe it’s her.”

“It’s crazy, isn’t it?” Reggie said. “Like she’s come back from the dead.”

Reggie gazed in at her mother’s pale, skeletal face. She looked like a visitor from the land of the dead but was clearly just passing through—she’d be returning soon.

“So where’d she turn up?” Charlie asked.

“A hospital in Worcester, Mass. Before that, she’d been staying in a homeless shelter there on and off for the past two years. I’m going to call the social worker at the hospital later and see if I can find out any more. There’s a woman at the shelter my mom keeps talking about—Sister Dolores. I’ll see if I can track her down.”

“Excellent,” Charlie said. “Maybe she can tell you something helpful.” It was silly, really, but Reggie appreciated the reassurance. It was good to have another semi-sane person on board.

“Come on,” Reggie said. “I’m in my old room.”

Charlie whistled when he walked in. “It’s like stepping into a time machine.” He gaped wide-eyed at the walls and bulletin board. “Nothing’s changed.”

“Wait,” Reggie said. “This is the best part.” She pulled open the closet door, revealing her old 1980s clothes, still on hangers. “Lorraine didn’t get rid of a thing. I doubt she ever even came in here after I left.”

“God, is that sweatshirt with shoulder pads? You could probably make some good money on eBay with this stuff,” Charlie said.

“You’re funny. Give me a hand with this, will you?” Reggie said, shoving the screwdriver between the sash and windowsill and prying. She could practically hear George’s voice in her head: There’s a right tool for every job. Shut up, George.

Charlie pushed up on the window while Reggie pried it from below, and at last it gave and opened for them.

“Air!” Reggie said, delighted, taking a deep whiff of autumn.

Leaving the window open a crack, Reggie plunked herself down on the bed and started pouring over the contents of the memory box she’d left on top of the rumpled quilt. “I saved all this stuff after my mom disappeared. Nothing all that useful, really. Matchbooks she’d brought me from restaurants and bars, little notes she left, a copy of Vera as the Aphrodite Cold Cream girl . . .”

“Nice bird,” Charlie said, picking up the small carved wooden swan.

“Uncle George made it for my mom. He gave it to her just before she disappeared.”

“What’s this?” Charlie said, picking up the cutout picture of Ganesh, the elephant-headed god.

“Nothing,” Reggie said. “It’s silly, really. I cut it out when I was a kid. It reminded me of my father.”

“Your father?”

“Or who I imagined my father might be. My mom called him Tusks. It was kind of a family joke, but it was all I had to go on.”

Reggie reached into the cigar box and pulled out the ring she’d tucked there last night, and showed it to Charlie. “A wedding ring, I think. My mother had it in her coat pocket when I picked her up in Worcester. Check out the inscription.”

Charlie held the ring up so that he could read it. “Wait. Isn’t that—”

“The day Vera’s hand showed up on the steps of the police station.”

Charlie blew out a breath. “But what does it mean?” he asked.

He may have looked like his dad, but he sure didn’t have old Yogi’s powers of deduction.

“Probably what we’ve always suspected—that if we can find the guy my mom was going to marry, we’ve got our killer.”

“So did you find any new leads about who Mr. Right might be?”

“Not a new lead, exactly,” Reggie admitted. “More like taking a new look at an old one.”

Charlie nodded. “Tell me.”

Reggie reached under her mattress and pulled out Tara’s copy of Neptune’s Hands.

“Look, Tara underlined a few passages with a purple pen. I found a purple pen on her bedside table in the room she was staying in, which makes me think she just did it. Anyway . . . one of the things she underlined was a passage about one of the suspects, this guy named James Jacovich. The name didn’t ring a bell with me, but listen to this.” She looked down at the passage and read aloud, “ ‘Jacovich was reportedly one of Vera Dufrane’s on-again, off-again boyfriends. He was a small-time coke dealer who went by the name Rabbit.’ ”

“Okay,” Charlie said, raising his eyebrows in a questioning way.

“My mom talked about him a lot. She told me he was a director, that he had all these connections. She’d been involved with him for years. She said he was a genius, but half crazy with a bad temper.”

“Did you ever meet him?”

Reggie shook her head, then looked back down at the book. “It says here that they picked him up and arrested him for DUI two days after her hand was found. You know why the cops stopped him to begin with?” Reggie asked, hearing the excitement in her voice.

“Why?”

“For a busted taillight. He had a tan Impala with a bashed-in left taillight, just like the car I saw my mom get into at the bowling alley!”

“Wait, he’s involved with her, has a temper, and has a car that matches the one Vera got into the night before her hand showed up. Why’d they let him go?”

Reggie shook her head. “It turned out he had a great alibi—the night my mom went missing, he was at his court-appointed NA meeting, then ended up spending the night on his sponsor’s couch. The sponsor was a reliable member of the community, according to the cops, so Jacovich was off the hook. And it also says the police couldn’t find any evidence or connect him with the other murder victims either.”

“But God, Reggie, there’s the broken taillight!”

“There’s that. But then last night, I remembered something. You know Candace Jacques, the waitress?”

Charlie nodded. “Neptune’s second victim.”

“Well, remember how I said my mom took me to meet her once? You know what one of the first things she said was? She asked my mom if she’d heard from Rabbit lately.”

“So?”

“So, the way Candace said it like Rabbit was this mutual friend. So he’s connected to not just one, but at least two of Neptune’s victims!”

“You think he’s still around?” Charlie asked.

“One way to find out,” Reggie said. “I used my phone to do a search online and didn’t come up with anything. But I thought it couldn’t hurt to visit some of the places out on Airport Road. I was thinking of heading out there later on, seeing what I can find out.”

Charlie nodded. “A lot of them are closed down now, but Runway 36 is still going strong. I’ve got some appointments, but I can be here by six to pick you up.”

“Are you sure?”

“Hell yes.”

“Six o’clock, then,” Reggie said. She knew they were both remembering what searching the bars twenty-five years ago had led to.

She could see it so clearly: Sid crumpled on the pavement, Tara reaching down for him, her hand coming away bloody.

Reggie’s cell phone rang and she jumped. Jesus. Maybe she hadn’t needed all that caffeine. Reggie looked at the display on her phone: Len.

“You need to get that?” Charlie asked, standing. “I can show myself out.”

“No,” Reggie said, turning the ringer off her phone and slipping it back into her pocket. “I’ll walk you out.”

They passed Vera’s room and saw she was awake.

“Hey, Mom, do you remember my old friend Charlie Berr?”

Vera peered at Reggie in the doorway. Then slowly her eyes moved to Charlie, who was a step behind her.

He moved through the door. “A real pleasure to see you again, Miss Dufrane,” he said in a jovial, real-estate guy voice. Reggie saw something change in Vera’s eyes, like a shade being pulled down. Then there was nothing but pure panic as Vera opened her mouth and began to scream.


Chapter 30

June 21, 1985

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

AIRPORT EFFICIENCIES WAS A single-story row of cinder block units, painted a blotchy and peeling Pepto-Bismol pink; the walls were stained from years of car exhaust, drunken urination, God only knew what else. It glowed hideously bright in the security lights around the parking lot.

“Cozy,” Tara said.

“By the week or by the hour,” Sid said, winking at her.

Charlie was in the backseat beside Reggie, sulking.

“Do you think your mom really has a room here?” Tara asked, turning to look at Reggie.

Reggie couldn’t bring herself to answer.

“I think it’s pretty fucked up if she does,” Tara said, leaning forward and twisting a chunk of hair into a more pointed spike, angling it down over her left eye. It looked like a horn.

The three of them piled out of the Mustang and went into the motel’s office, where they pushed a buzzer and waited for a grizzled old man to emerge from the doorway behind the desk. He eyed them suspiciously.

“Yes?” He was wearing brown polyester pants and a pea-green sweater covered in stains. His false teeth slid and clacked as he spoke. Reggie detected the faint odor of urine coming from his general direction.

“I’m looking for my mother. She’s a resident here. Vera Dufrane?”

The old man was silent, gazing dully at each of them in turn. He played with his teeth, pushing them forward with his tongue, out past his lips, then sucking them back into place.

“These are my cousins,” Reggie continued. “It’s urgent we find her. There’s been a death in the family.”

Dentures reached under the counter and produced a key, which he slapped down on the Formica desk.

“You can go ahead and clean out her stuff. What you don’t take goes in the Dumpster tomorrow. She’s two weeks behind. Been here on and off for five years now and never missed a week’s rent.

“Called last week, all apologies, said she’d be coming by to square up and clean the place out, but she never showed. A detective showed up yesterday, demanding to be let into her room. That’s the last thing I need is the cops snooping around—it’s bad for business.” He pushed his teeth out, then sucked them in—his own punctuation mark to show he was all done talking.

Reggie took the key, attached to an orange tag with the number 8. The tag had something like petroleum jelly on it, and Reggie realized it must have come from the old man’s hands. She wiped the orange tag on her jeans, thanked the man, and led the way out of the office. Stopping in the doorway, she turned back to ask one final question.

“She’s getting married, you know. My mom. Did you ever meet the guy?”

The teeth were pushed forward, out past his cracked, yellow lips as the old man laughed. Reggie’s face reddened, her left ear burning, and she looked down at the floor.

“There are lots of men,” he wheezed, trying to catch his breath. “Hard to keep track, if you know what I mean. And we got lots of residents. I don’t keep up with all the comings and goings. I can’t even say for sure when Vera was here last.”

“But in the last few weeks? Anyone special around since then?”

Dentures seemed to consider this.

“Nope. Last few times I saw her, she was alone. There was a light-colored car parked outside of her door a few times. That’s all I can tell you.”

Reggie nodded her thanks, said she’d drop the key off when they were done.

 

IT TURNED OUT REGGIE didn’t need the key after all—the door had been left unlocked. She knocked first, just in case, then held her breath and pushed the door open.

Room 8 was wrecked. Not unkempt wrecked, but typhoon wrecked. There were clothes everywhere. Drawers pulled out and tossed on the floor. Broken bottles of perfume, gin, brandy, and Colt 45. The mattress was on the floor. The one chair in the room was tipped over and gutted, foam rubber padding bleeding out. Reggie’s first thought was that this couldn’t possibly be her mother’s room. But then her eyes fell on a single stained white leather glove mixed up in the heap. And the smell of the perfume was unmistakable: Tabu.

“Jee-zuss!” exclaimed Tara. She stepped inside, walked into the center of the room, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath. “Something horrible happened here,” Tara said.

“For Christ’s sake,” Charlie said. “Would you put your psychic antenna down?”

“Let her do her thing,” Sid said. “Maybe she’ll . . . I dunno, pick up on something useful.”

Reggie was immediately sorry they’d come. Being in this room felt like looking at Vera naked, passing the picture around to her friends for shits and giggles.

“You think the cops did this?” Sid asked.

“No way!” Charlie said.

The smells of spilled booze and stale perfume hung in the air like invisible smog. Reggie’s head spun with the sweet, sour scent. Sure she was gonna puke, she hurried to the bathroom, retched into the toilet, but nothing came up. She noticed a roach scuttle along the wall behind the toilet. She’d never even seen a roach before. It was as hideous as she’d imagined. She could practically hear its legs on the stained tile floor, scraping like tiny bones.

“You okay, Reg?” Charlie called.

“Fine,” Reggie said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Never better.”

She stood and looked around the bathroom with watering eyes. The mirror on the medicine cabinet was smashed, the sink full of large silver shards. Seven years’ bad luck for some poor bastard. The shower curtain had been ripped off the rod and lay torn in the mildew-stained tub. Vera’s makeup had been strewn across the floor: mascara, tubes of lipstick, rouge. Reggie picked up a powder compact, opened it, and smelled the sweet, talcy smell, stared at her refection in the tiny round mirror.

“Where are you?” she asked. “And what were you ever doing here?”

No answer. Only the reflection of a skinny girl with hair that was too short and a right ear that was slightly paler than the left.

She snapped the compact closed. Reggie swung open the broken-up door of the medicine cabinet and looked inside. Only a bottle of aspirin was left on the shelves. That and a safety pin. She picked up the safety pin, opened it, and touched the sharp tip to her thumb. Reggie noticed a wadded-up towel on the edge of the tub. Looking closely, she saw that it was smeared with dark reddish brown stains.

Blood.

Her mother’s? Neptune’s? Someone else’s?

Reggie’s stomach churned. She shoved the tip of the pin down into her thumb. Then she pulled it out and did it again.

“Reg?” Charlie called. “You find anything in there?”

“Nope,” she said, closing the safety pin, dropping it into her pocket.

She stepped back into the other room, a combination bedroom and kitchenette. Sid was smoking a cigarette. Charlie had the door to the minifridge open and found only a couple of shriveled limes in it. There were two unwashed glasses in the sink. The other dishes were put away in the cupboard, which had been decorated with a paisley patterned contact paper. Very 1970s. None of the dishes matched. Reggie recognized a plate from home: ivory with delicate green vines decorating the edge.

“Phone’s been ripped out of the wall,” said Tara, holding the torn wires in her hand. Tara was all jazzed up, excited as hell about this, and Reggie kind of hated her for it.

Reggie went over to look at the phone. It was on a small bedside table next to a full ashtray. The butts in it were all Vera’s—Winstons with red lipstick stains. Reggie pulled open the drawer underneath and found a phone book, a package of Trojan condoms, some matches, and a piece of paper with her mother’s handwriting. She pushed the condoms to the back of the drawer before Tara could see them and took out the scrap of paper.

Second Chance was all the paper said. The words were circled.

Was Vera hoping for hers? Is that what she thought this guy was going to give her?

A nice, normal life.

Reggie stared down at the paper in her hands and thought about how cruel hope could be.

She’d made a faint thumbprint of blood on the edge of the paper.

“What the fuck happened here?” asked Sid, crushing his cigarette out in the ashtray with Vera’s.

“I dunno,” said Reggie, stuffing the slip of paper into her pocket beside the safety pin, “but it doesn’t look good.”

She decided not to tell them about the bloody towel. Christ, Tara would probably pick it up, sniff it, hold it to her heart, and go into a trance.

“But what I don’t get is what she was doing here to begin with,” said Tara. “I mean, she’s got a home, right? And all kinds of interesting theater friends who probably have homes, too. So why come to this dump?”

“It’s anybody’s guess,” Charlie said, kicking at the empty liquor bottles on the floor.

“Maybe she just needed a space that was all hers, you know?” Tara suggested. “Someplace she could come and think.”

“Dude,” Sid said, shoving his hands deep into the pockets of his jeans, “this isn’t exactly a thinking kind of place, you know? I’m guessing she met guys here. Maybe made a little money off them.”

“Huh?” Charlie said. “Are you saying she’s like a—”

“My mother is an actress,” Reggie practically shouted, determined not to let him say the word. If he didn’t say it out loud, it wouldn’t be true. And it wasn’t true. Couldn’t be.

They all stood in silence, no one moving or even looking at each other. Then Tara started spinning slowly around the room, hands outstretched, eyes clamped shut. She looked like a kid playing pin the tail on the donkey.

“This is where he grabbed her,” announced Tara. “Right about here, I think is where it happened,” she said, wiggling her fingers like anemone as she stopped in the center of the room.

Charlie snorted. “What this looks like to me is that somebody was searching for something. Just tearing the place apart to find it. Getting more pissed off by the second.”

“I still think it could have been the cops,” Sid said.

“No way,” Charlie countered. “The cops would have treated this place like a crime scene. Been real careful. Maybe the place got torn up like this after they came. Or maybe they found it this way. No way to know. The one thing I’m sure of is that my dad and the other cops wouldn’t do something like this.”

“It was him,” Tara said, eyes still closed, hands outstretched, as if reaching for some invisible thing. “Neptune. I know it was. I feel him in here.” She gave a dramatic shudder.

“Okay, say it was Neptune who came here and trashed the place. What could he have been looking for?” asked Reggie.

Tara’s eyes opened wide and glittered in the dull light. “Something that could tie her to him. Evidence. Neptune grabbed her, and came back to make sure there was nothing lying around that could connect the two of them,” Tara said. “That makes total sense!”

“Assuming it was Neptune who did this,” added Charlie.

“Of course it was Neptune,” Tara said. She gave Charlie a scornful look. “Who else could it be?” She looked at Reggie now, like she was asking her the question.

“Anyone.” Reggie sighed, remembering the old man with the dentures saying there were lots of men. “It could have been anyone.”

“Dude, this is totally fucked up,” Sid said, squinting around the room. “I don’t know what went down here, but I’m getting some seriously bad vibes from this place.”

“Totally,” Tara said, giving a dramatic shiver and moving closer to Sid.

Reggie realized she had no right being in this room. Who did she think she was, trespassing like this? She was no sleuth, no superhero. This wasn’t some TV show or comic book. The room and everything in it terrified her, and not simply the way it had been torn apart—it was the whole thing: the mismatched dishes, the barren refrigerator, the condoms, the roach in the bathroom. The fact that she hadn’t known her mother at all. That she’d seen her as some sort of golden Wonder Woman, the Aphrodite Cold Cream girl, Homecoming Queen, Actress Extraordinaire, savior of little girls being ripped apart by dogs. But now, the curtain was being pulled back to reveal someone else entirely.

Reggie needed to go, to get away from the sweet, boozy smell. She couldn’t bear to see the wrecked, squalid little room any longer. She turned and walked out without a word, leaving the key in the door, unable even to face Dentures.

 

“WANNA SEE SOMETHING?” TARA asked. She was in the backseat with Reggie this time along with the cans of beer Sid had stopped for at Cliffside Liquors, where they never blinked at Sid’s fake ID. Charlie was up front playing copilot while Sid smoked another joint.

“Watch it, man,” Charlie warned. “You’re drifting into the other lane. You’re way too wasted to be driving!”

“Relax,” Sid told him. “Like I said, I’m lucky as shit. And this car, she practically drives herself.”

Reggie was feeling grateful that none of them had said any more about her mother or her trashed little motel room.

Tara had been chattering at Reggie since they left Airport Efficiencies—trying to cheer her up, she guessed. Reggie was taking her advice, forcing a beer down, thinking it might take the edge off. Make her skin stop crawling a little. She thought of the roach and the sound it made scuttling along the tile floor.

Sid turned up the radio. “I love this song!”

It was The Who doing “Pinball Wizard.”

“Well?” asked Tara, voiced hushed and conspiratorial as she leaned toward Reggie. “Do you wanna see or what?”

“Sure,” Reggie told her, taking another good slug of beer.

Tara’s face was lit up, expectant. She couldn’t wait to show Reggie this thing, whatever it was.

Tara rolled up the long, safety-pinned sleeve of her dress to reveal the pale inside of her forearm. Reggie squinted in the dim light of the car to see that it was covered in scars. Strange designs: neat rows of little raised white scar-tissue horseshoes, like the world’s smallest pony trotted there, following the blue trail of her veins. These weren’t like the delicate etched lines Tara had on her legs from the razor blade. This was something else entirely.

“Eohippus,” said Reggie, remembering something she’d learned in biology about the tiny ancestor of all horses.

“I did it with a lighter,” Tara whispered, the words hot against Reggie’s good ear.

Reggie bit her lip as she studied the scars on the soft and vulnerable-looking underside of Tara’s forearm. Her own skin started to itch in that now-familiar way—the yearning to cut, to feel the tease of the blade against her flesh just before she pushed it in. She thought of the safety pin in her pocket and wanted to open it up, see how deep a scratch she could make. She knew that it would make everything else go away, and she needed that now more than ever. She wanted it and hated herself for wanting it. It was all one big fucked-up contradiction, like thinking Tara’s scars were awful, but being jealous of them at the same time.

Tara smiled. “Do you want to touch them? You can.” And, without another word, she reached for Reggie’s hand and guided Reggie’s fingers down to her scarred arm. When the fingers made contact, Tara inhaled sharply, like the touch hurt, and Reggie jerked her hand away, only to have Tara push it back down.

“It’s okay,” Tara whispered as Reggie’s fingertips worked their way gently over the bumps and ridges of scars. “I want you to.”


Chapter 31

October 21, 2010

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

REGGIE CAUGHT HERSELF RUNNING her fingers over the scars around her prosthetic ear—a nervous habit she thought she’d broken long ago.

“I’m so sorry about what happened earlier with my mom,” she said as she and Charlie walked across the parking lot toward the neon-lit front doorway of Runway 36. She’d already apologized several times, but no matter how much Charlie said it was fine and not to worry about it, she remembered the way he’d backed out of Vera’s room, baffled and frightened. Vera’s screaming seemed to go on forever—she clenched the bedclothes, rolled her eyes madly. She was breathless and hoarse by the time Reggie and Lorraine managed to get an Ativan under her tongue. After many minutes of hyperventilating and ragged sobs, she’d drifted off to sleep. When she woke up, she seemed to have no memory of the incident.

“It’s no problem, really,” Charlie said. “I’m sure it’s unsettling to have a stranger pop in, after all she’s been through.”

“Between the illness and the meds we’ve got her on, she’s pretty loopy.”

Charlie nodded. “You have any luck reaching that social worker?”

“Yeah. She wasn’t much of a help. She gave me the name and number of the shelter, though. I put in a call and was told Sister Dolores is the one in charge, but she’s not working today. She’s going to call me back tomorrow.”

Charlie nodded.

“Shall we?” he said, eyeing the dimly lit doorway of Runway 36 with trepidation.

The door was thick steel and had several dents in it, like someone had been at it with a battering ram. There was an awning overhead with a flashing red neon airplane—Reggie was sure if she looked at it too long she’d have some kind of seizure.

The entryway of a building was supposed to draw you in, offer a welcoming transition between the outside world and the inside. The experience of entering the building influenced the way you felt once you were inside.

The only way to make the doorway to Runway 36 less welcoming would be to drape it in barbed wire.

In the parking lot off to the right, there was a small group of people smoking. One of them was a girl with a high-pitched pig-squeal of a voice who kept saying, “He never knew what hit him! I’m telling you, he NEVER knew what hit him!”

“Let’s do it,” Reggie said, yanking the heavy door open and stepping through first.

Not much had changed. The place was still dark and stank of beer and cigarettes, although smoking in restaurants and bars was now illegal. Reggie checked the pool table in the middle of the room and was slightly disappointed to discover that it was newer and no longer shimmed with old phone books. The red-vinyl-covered barstools had been reupholstered in black vinyl. The place was crowded, and it seemed to Reggie as if everyone had stopped what they were doing to stare at her and Charlie.

“I don’t have a warm, welcoming feeling,” Reggie whispered, leaning toward Charlie.

He put his arm around her. She knew it was meant to feel reassuring, but really, it just felt heavy. “I guess we don’t look like regulars,” he said in a low voice. He smelled like Listerine and sweet aftershave. She noticed he’d showered and shaved before picking her up, which seemed a little too I’m-thinking-of-this-as-a-date for her comfort level. She gently pulled away from him, leading the way toward the bar.

Reggie remembered following Sid across the room twenty-five years ago—his swaggering walk, the way Tara bounced along beside him; how their visit to Runway 36 had led them to the horrid little room at Airport Efficiencies.

Where would it lead them this time?

Irrational as it was, Reggie thought of turning around, walking back out before she had a chance to find out.

But then she thought of Tara. Tara, tied up in some god-awful dungeon, being shot full of morphine, her right arm ending in a mass of bandages.

But that wasn’t the Tara that scared her. No, when she closed her eyes, she saw the thirteen-year-old Tara, dark eyes glimmering, pissed off and self-righteous, saying, “I guess I’m fucked if it’s all up to you.”

“I’m trying!” Reggie said out loud without meaning to.

“Hmm?” Charlie said from half a step behind her. The music was loud enough that he hadn’t heard.

“Nothing.”

Behind the bar was a sweaty fat man and a rail-thin woman with frizzy dyed red hair.

“What can I get you?” asked the woman.

“You have Beck’s?” Charlie asked.

The woman frowned. “The only thing in bottles I got is Heineken.”

Charlie nodded. “I’ll have one of those.”

“Make it two,” Reggie said, knowing it wasn’t wise to ask about the wine selection.

Behind the bar, up above the liquor bottles was a big-screen TV. It was tuned to a cable news channel, but the sound was off. Reggie saw a shot of downtown Brighton Falls, then Monique’s Wish. Reggie felt her breath catch in her throat. It was so like stepping back in time, seeing her home on the news. Only this time it was Tara’s face that filled the screen. It was a terrible picture—slightly out of focus and Tara was looking far off into the distance, squinting a little.

The frizzy-haired woman brought two beers and greasy-looking glasses.

“You know a guy who calls himself Rabbit?” Charlie asked, pushing the glass aside and taking a sip from the green bottle. Reggie could tell he was enjoying this. Hunting down a serial killer was a whole lot more exciting than selling condos and little ranch houses with remodeled kitchens and nice yards for the kids to play in.

The woman squinted at him. “You two cops?”

Charlie laughed, reaching into a pocket and pulling out a card. “Nah. I’m in real estate.”

She took the card and studied it. “And what? You wanna sell Rabbit a house or something?”

“Or something,” Charlie said, smiling slyly. This was so not the Charlie that Reggie knew. He was far too suave.

She took a tentative sip of her lukewarm beer. It tasted like skunk piss. Maybe she would have been better off with the house wine in the giant screw-top bottle.

The fat bartender lumbered over. “Quit yanking his chain, Evelyn,” he said. He looked at Charlie. “You want to talk to Rabbit, there he is.” He nodded his head and they turned to see who he was looking at. There was a skinny, grizzled-looking man at a booth by himself eating a burger. His gray hair was falling into his eyes and he had ketchup on his chin.

“Thanks,” Charlie said, dropping a twenty on the bar and wandering toward the booths.

“Talk about luck,” Reggie said. This had been easy. Almost too easy. She didn’t like it when things seemed to fall into place so effortlessly—it made her suspicious.

“Yeah,” Charlie agreed. “So far so good. But maybe you should do the talking. I think you’ve got a better chance with this guy.” Reggie nodded. Charlie stayed a step behind, letting Reggie take the lead.

“James?” Reggie said, standing over the man in the booth. “James Jacovich?”

He looked up, nodding. He held what was left of the burger in his hands, which shook slightly. His fingernails were long and filthy. He hadn’t wiped the ketchup off his chin. The skin on his face was thin and sagging and the whites of his eyes looked yellow. Here he was at last—the mythical Rabbit: creative genius, director of plays, the man who had connections.

“Do I know you?” he asked, voice barely scraping out through his throat, as if it hurt to talk.

“May I sit?” Reggie asked, eyeing the stained booth with trepidation.

“Free country,” Rabbit said.

Reggie took a seat. Charlie remained standing by Reggie’s side of the booth so he wasn’t breathing down the guy’s neck.

“My mother’s an old friend of yours. Vera Dufrane.”

Rabbit took another bite of his burger and chewed slowly and messily. Reggie could see he was missing most of his front teeth. She tried to imagine him twenty-five years ago, wondered if he’d ever been handsome.

“She’s back, you know? Alive. Did you hear?”

He nodded, finished chewing, and swallowed. “I might’ve heard something like that.”

“You wouldn’t remember the last time you saw her, would you?” she asked.

He grinned. “I’m an old man. You expect me to remember something that far back?”

“See the thing is, I saw my mom the day before her hand was left on the steps of the police station. She was at the bowling alley. I saw her get into a tan car with a broken taillight. And I’m pretty sure it was your car.”

He shook his head. “Wasn’t me. I told the cops a million times.” He went back to his burger, dismissing her.

“Rabbit,” she said, voice low and soothing. “My mom used to talk about you all the time. I remember the way she’d get all giddy, singing even, when she was getting ready to meet you somewhere. I don’t know much about what went on between the two of you, but there’s one thing I’m sure of: she loved you.”

He put down his burger and studied her a moment. Then he cleared his throat and in a soft voice said, “I wasn’t anywheres near the bowling alley that day and I’ve got witnesses to prove it. Vera didn’t want nothing to do with me. Truth is, we were on kind of rocky ground even back before I got arrested.”

Reggie nodded in the most friendly way she could manage. “Why was that?”

“She had this friend. This little gal named Candy.” He wiped his face with a napkin, just smearing the ketchup around. “And I guess I had me a sweet tooth one night.” He gave Reggie a lecherous grin. “You wouldn’t know it now, but I had a way with the ladies.”

Reggie nodded, thinking he was right—she wouldn’t know it, had a seriously difficult time imagining it.

“Vera was real pissed when she found out. Shit, it weren’t like we were married or anything.”

“But you saw my mom again once you got out of jail, right? Before she went missing?”

“Yeah. When I got outta jail we went out once or twice, but she dumped me. I was trying real hard then. You know, to get all cleaned up. To start over, I guess. But some people, they don’t get second chances.”

A bell rang in Reggie’s brain. “Second Chance,” Reggie said. “Does that mean anything to you? My mom had it written on a scrap of paper years ago.”

He laughed. “It was the name of that old social work program for people just out of prison. They gave ’em a place to stay, buddied them up with some upstanding citizen. Stability, they called it. Supposed to be swayed by these great role models. Show you how good your life could be.”

“And you were in this program?” Reggie asked.

“For a time. I lived in this house with four other guys. We had meetings and programs and got our piss tested to make sure we weren’t using.”

“And you were paired up with someone in the community? A good role model?”

“I sure was. He saved my ass until he couldn’t anymore. He had a drug problem once himself, but had gotten clean. He was my NA sponsor. He had this big old house with an in-law apartment over the garage and he’d let me stay there when I was having a tough time. I was there when Vera went missing. So I didn’t take her. And I had proof. An alibi.”

“Sounds like he did a lot for you. What was his name?”

Rabbit looked down at the wrecked remains of his burger, like the answer was there with the crust of stale bun and congealing grease. “It was the car dealer. You know . . . the guy who used to do all the commercials with the chicken.”

Reggie glanced up at Charlie, whose eyes popped open in a holy-shit look.

“Bo,” Rabbit said. “His name was Bo Berr. A helluva good guy.”


DAY THREE


Chapter 32

June 22, 1985

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

REGGIE SLEPT UNTIL JUST after noon, drifting in and out of a dream in which she was searching for her mother and wound up back at Airport Efficiencies. The room was wrecked, but there, in the center of the bed, was a package wrapped in brown paper. With trembling fingers, Reggie opened the package. Inside was a wooden box with a neatly lettered label saying second chance. Cautiously she lifted the lid and opened her mouth to scream, but no sound came out. Looking up at her was a lifeless miniature version of Vera, pinned to a piece of Styrofoam amid a row of cockroaches.

Reggie sat up in bed, blinked at the clock, listened to the sound of kitchen chairs scraping against the floor, the low murmur of voices. She was supposed to have met Tara, Charlie, and Sid at the Silver Spoon for breakfast. They were going to eat, then ride out to the bowling alley to look for clues. Reggie wasn’t sorry she’d slept in. She didn’t really want to face the others, to have to discuss Airport Efficiencies or her mother or anything at all. She just wanted to sleep. She rolled over, closed her eyes, and saw her tiny mother impaled on a pin, cockroaches beside her.

“Fuck,” Reggie yelped, opening her eyes. Her skin felt prickly. The urge to cut, strong. Maybe, maybe she’d do it with a pin.

No.

Reggie stumbled out of bed and padded down the hall and stairs in her T-shirt and sweatpants. She’d go down to the kitchen, get some juice, and pretend things were okay. That her mother was just away but would be back anytime. That Reggie was just a regular girl with no secret longing to slice herself up with razor blades and pins.

Reggie’s ankle was still sore, but she could put more weight on it, her walk returning to almost normal. As she approached the kitchen, she could hear Lorraine talking. She was relieved Lorraine was up and out of bed. Reggie was starting to worry about what she might do if her aunt decided to never leave her room again.

“I just can’t believe it,” Lorraine was saying weakly. “I keep thinking there must be some mistake . . .”

“The fingerprints were a match, Lorraine. And the scarring.” George. His voice was tired and shaky. “But I know what you mean. I keep thinking it’ll be like all the other times—she’ll disappear for a couple of days, then come waltzing back, all smiles, acting like she was never gone at all.”

Reggie moved closer to the door, walking on tiptoes.

“It’s my fault.” Lorraine’s voice crumbled.

“You can’t blame yourself,” George said, low and soothing. “There’s nothing you could have done.”

“If we hadn’t fought . . .”

“She would have left anyway. You know how Vera was,” George said. “Is. I mean is.”

Reggie got to the doorway and tucked her body behind it, peeking in. Lorraine was hunched over the table, gripping a mug of tea tightly. George was right next to her, his body pressing against hers, his arm around her.

“I suppose it was inevitable,” Lorraine said, sitting up straight with effort. She ran her hand through her hair, which looked uncharacteristically unkempt. Her eyes were red, her cheeks blotchy. “Something terrible happening. I think I’ve known it all along, sensed it. That Vera was on a path that could only lead to destruction. Ever since we were girls, then after, when Father died, the part of her that was cracked just broke completely. I think I lost her back then. Before, maybe . . .”

“It doesn’t do any good,” George said, voice breaking now as he pushed his own cup away, untouched tea sloshing over the edges. “You think I haven’t done the same thing? Been over it again and again in my head, fantasized about all the ways we could have saved her? If onlys do no good, Lorraine. Vera made her own choices. And maybe those choices led her to what happened. But maybe not. Maybe it was totally random.”

Lorraine was crying, not delicate little ladylike sniffles, but great sobs of agony. She rested her head against George’s chest and wept. George held on to her, ashen faced, his own eyes wet with tears. He leaned down and kissed the top of her head. “It just seems so unfair. So . . . surreal,” he whispered into her hair.

A strange sick feeling crept over Reggie. This was not simply two good friends comforting each other—it was obvious from their body language that they were more than that. She thought of the way she’d heard George’s voice the night Lorraine threw her mother out, and the whole thing was so obvious—he’d been spending the night with Lorraine. After he’d said his good nights to them, he must have doubled back, waited until Reggie had gone to bed, and sneaked back into the house, up to Lorraine’s room. Or maybe, maybe they’d been in the garage, on the leather couch. Maybe that’s what Vera had referred to when she said she knew what went on out there. Reggie’s stomach did a disgusted flip.

She remembered the way Lorraine had looked when George gave Vera the swan earlier that night.

Had Lorraine been jealous? She wondered if this was the real reason Lorraine threw Vera out—she didn’t like the way her boyfriend was looking at her sister. And just how far would Lorraine go to protect her relationship with George if she felt threatened by Vera?

She squinted in at her aunt, seeing things in a whole new light while one question rang out like an alarm bell: what other secrets were there that she didn’t know?

Lorraine lifted up her head, looked at George, and said, “Last night I couldn’t sleep. I was just lying in bed, imagining what he might be doing to her . . .”

“I know,” George said, rubbing her back in slow circles. “I can’t standing just sitting back, waiting. Knowing she’s out there somewhere, tied up. That it’s just a matter of time.”

Reggie backed away from the kitchen and went upstairs in her sock feet, avoiding the bottom step that squeaked.

It’s just a matter of time.

Her stomach churned and her mouth went dry.

George was right. The worst part was waiting. Reggie couldn’t bear the thought of spending the day doing nothing but obsessing about what an idiot she’d been to be blind to Lorraine and George’s relationship. Were there other things hiding in plain sight, clues that might lead her to her mother?

 

REGGIE STOOD IN THE hallway outside her bedroom, pulled down the trapdoor that led to the attic, unfolded the wooden ladder attached to it, and climbed up.

The attic, which had once served as her mother’s sewing room, was now a sort of Vera Museum. She flipped on the hanging bulb and looked around.

There were two sewing machines and three dress dummies, each wearing the last outfit she’d put on them. Headless and armless, they were three Vera-size torsos dressed in her clothes: strange oracles Reggie wished could speak.

Abandoned bolts of fabric and boxes of scraps lined one of the walls. There was a worktable with scissors, a ruler, an iron, and a pincushion. To the left of the table was a full-length trifold adjustable mirror. In front of this was a trunk full of old pictures, magazines, sewing patterns, photos from Vera’s modeling portfolio, and high school yearbooks. Reggie opened the trunk and sorted through some of these relics, searching for a clue as to who her mother had been before she came along. But Vera had left few clues. There were no diaries. No old love letters. Nothing scandalous. Nothing to tell Reggie who her father might have been. Some old playbills and programs from school with her mother cast in starring roles: Wendy in Peter Pan, Annie Oakley in Annie Get Your Gun. Reggie flipped through Vera’s senior yearbook and found a picture of her mother, who’d been voted Most likely to be famous. A girl named Lynda had written, Shoot for the moon, Vera. There were other photos of Vera: in the drama club, where she was in a reclining position, being held up by the other members; onstage as Lady Macbeth. Reggie closed the yearbook, holding it on her lap while she stuffed everything else back into the trunk.

Reggie gazed into the dusty mirrors, studying the images of the three faceless dummies in Vera’s clothes behind her. Reggie squinted and thought she saw them move, reach for her with invisible arms, whisper in hushed tones.

She’s out there. It’s up to you to save her.

“What, are you thinking about sewing yourself a ball gown or something?”

Startled, Reggie looked away from the mirror and spun to see Tara nearly beside her. She’d crept up the attic stairs so silently, Reggie had no idea she was there.

“I was just looking through some of my mom’s old stuff.”

“How come you didn’t meet us at the diner, Reg? We were gonna go out to Airport Lanes, talk to Dix, look around. Remember? We waited for you for nearly two hours. Sid had to get to work at the golf course. Charlie went off to do some lawns.”

“I’m sorry. I just couldn’t. I don’t really see the point.” Reggie bit her lip, remembering what Lorraine had said: I suppose it was inevitable. Something terrible happening.

Reggie put a finger out and touched the mirror, making a line in the dust, a circle that turned into a tornadolike swirl. Some things are just bigger than we are. The pull of gravity. The hand of fate.

Hand.

In her mind’s eye, she saw her mother’s wrecked hand in a milk carton, pointing up at her.

You. It’s up to you to save me.

But Reggie couldn’t. That was the thing.

She couldn’t because she was stupid and selfish and didn’t want to learn any more horrible secrets about her mother. She was a fucking coward.

“The point?” Tara bit her lip, studied Reggie in the dim light. “The point is that we’ve gotta keep trying, right? If we stop looking, it’s over.”

“It’s over anyway,” Reggie said.

“Reggie,” Tara said, “just because you found shit you didn’t want to see doesn’t mean you can quit. So your mother had this secret little room and hung out in sleazy bars and saw lots of men. So what? She’s still your mom, Reg. You can’t just turn your back on her because you want to keep some fucked-up little perfect mother charade going.”

Reggie looked in the mirrors. Tara was beside her and the dummies were behind them, strange phantom stalkers.

“What’s this?” Tara asked, reaching for the yearbook.

“My mom’s. The trunk is full of all her old stuff, but there’s nothing helpful. I thought if I looked carefully, there’d be something, some little shred. Some clue.”

Tara flipped through, finding a photo of Vera. “God, she was beautiful.” She squinted at the yearbook, then at Reggie. “You look like her, you know. Around the eyes. And the shape of your face.”

“I’m nothing like her,” Reggie said.

“But the rest of it, your nose and eyebrows, they come from someplace else. Your father, probably.” Tara flipped through the yearbook. “Maybe he’s in here. Maybe it was some old flame from high school.”

Reggie shook her head. “She got pregnant in New York.”

Tara licked her lips. “So maybe it was someone she was in a play with there. Or someone she worked with. Maybe it was someone famous, Reg! Maybe that’s why your mom’s always been so secretive.” Tara flipped through the papers, found a theater program for The Crucible. “Hey, isn’t this that play about the Salem witches?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

“And look, they did it at a theater in Hartford.” Tara wrinkled her nose, counted backward on her fingers from 1985 to 1970. “October 1970,” she said.

“So?”

“So . . . your mom was in this play in Hartford then, not off in New York! I’m no baby expert or anything, but I think that would have had to be around the time she got knocked up with you.” Tara’s face glowed in the dim light, flush with excitement.

“It doesn’t matter,” Reggie said, grabbing the program from Tara and dropping it back on the pile. “I’m sure whoever he is, he doesn’t even know I exist. And my mom is the only person who knows who my father is, and she’s gone. We can play cops and robbers all we want, running around to bars, looking for clues, but none of it makes any difference. We can’t save her, Tara. No one can. It’s all just a stupid, useless waste!” She leaned her head down and started to cry, hating herself for it. She was a coward and a baby, and now Tara knew it and Reggie didn’t even care.

“Hey,” Tara said, her voice practically a whisper as she put a hand on Reggie’s back. “I know how you feel.”

“Bullshit,” Reggie hissed, looking up and staring at their reflections in the mirror. A thin-faced girl who looked more like a boy. She’d forgotten to put her ear on, and with the new haircut, the missing ear was obvious and made her look freakishly unbalanced. And Tara, Tara looked like some beautiful actress straight off the set of a vampire movie.

“Sometimes,” Tara said, “sometimes it’s all just too much, you know? All the fucked-up stuff going round and round in my brain. And people are trying to talk to me, but it’s like they’re underwater—they don’t have a clue. I’ve got voices of dead ladies whispering to me, my mom screaming at me to pick up my room and telling me that maybe if I wasn’t such a goddamn slob, my dad wouldn’t have left us.” Tara’s chin started to quiver, but she sat ramrod straight, reeling herself in. When she spoke again, her voice was low and calm. “And some days I’m sure I’m gonna explode if I can’t slow all the thoughts and voices down, keep them from spinning out of control.”

Reggie stared at herself in the mirror, snuffling, tears and snot dripping down her face.

“But I’ve learned the secret,” Tara said, smiling impishly. “I can stop them now. We both can.”

Reggie sat down in front of the mirror, watched as Tara reached into her black bag and pulled out the silver box with the razor blade wrapped in fabric like a tiny present. She held it out to Reggie, waiting.

Reggie took the blade, pulled up the leg of her sweatpants, eager. But she stopped herself and looked at Tara.

“It’ll feel so good,” Tara said, leaning forward, trembling a little as she stared down at the unblemished skin on Reggie’s calf. Tara looked so amazing, so pale and sparkling, like her skin was made of moonlight.

“You do it for me,” Reggie said, holding out the razor blade. Tara gave a grateful little gasp, like a girl who’d just gotten what she wanted most for Christmas.

Tara gripped the blade, hovered over Reggie’s skin, making the moment last. Tara’s breathing got faster, more ragged. Reggie bit her lip, waiting, wanting it, but fearing it at the same time. Tara brought the blade down lightly, caressing the skin, not breaking through.

“Please,” Reggie said, and Tara pushed the blade down hard, making Reggie cry out. Tara made an mmm sound as she pulled back the blade and let herself touch Reggie’s cut, opening it up, making Reggie wince. It was deep and bled more than any of the little sissy cuts Reggie had given herself. She let the pain wash over her like a wave; felt herself melting into it.

There was no Neptune, no missing mother, no Charlie or Lorraine or horrid little room at Airport Efficiencies.

There was no one but her and Tara, whose fingers were sticky with Reggie’s blood, both girls feeling invincible.


Chapter 33

October 22, 2010

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

“SHIT!” REGGIE YELPED, THE blade of the utility knife nicking the tip of her left thumb. Blood smeared on the piece of Sheetrock she’d been cutting, making a Rorschach test design that looked at first like a ladybug, then, as the blood seeped farther, like a lobster. For half a second, she was back in her old body, letting herself get some sick pleasure from the pain, getting lost inside it, thinking it made her more powerful somehow.

“Idiot,” she said to herself as she moved to the kitchen sink to wash out the cut. She peered through the window over the sink and saw a news truck with a satellite dish down at the bottom of her driveway. A man was coming up with a heavy camera resting on his shoulder. A woman with immaculate hair and thick makeup followed. The press continued to come and shoot footage of the house and knock at the door, which Reggie and Lorraine never answered. The phone rang nonstop, but they always let the machine get it.

Reggie let the curtain fall closed and inspected her thumb.

She was usually much more careful than this. Hypervigilant about safety. Fortunately, the cut wasn’t deep.

She still had the scar from the cut Tara had given her: a thin line on the back of her calf; the mark others noticed and sometimes asked about. (She told them she’d done it in a bicycle accident.) There were other scars, too. Fainter, paler ones across her arms and legs. Ghost scars that she could only sometimes see.

Reggie had continued to cut throughout high school. She did it in secret, the way some girls did cocaine or gave blow jobs to strangers. She did it in her room at home or locked in a stall in one of the girls’ bathrooms at school. It was a compulsion. An addiction. A need to feel control, to focus her mind when it was running in crazy, nonsensical loops. Only when she left home was she able to stop—when she got to Rhode Island and began her life as a new and different girl, a girl without a past.

And now here she was, right back where she started. Her skin itched in the old, familiar way, the urge to cut strong. And the utility knife was right there. It would be so easy to pick it up, run it across her skin.

Reggie turned off the faucet and was pressing a paper towel over her thumb when her cell phone began to vibrate in the pocket of her jeans. She slid it out—Len again.

She answered it.

“Hey,” she said.

“Reggie? Oh my God, I’ve been worried sick! Why didn’t you call? Didn’t you get my messages?”

“I’m sorry. Things here have been so crazy. I meant to call, but I wasn’t—”

“You’re back home, aren’t you? Back in Brighton Falls?”

“Yes,” she said. The cut on her finger continued to bleed. She reached for a fresh paper towel and put pressure on the wound with her index finger. “Len?”

“Yeah?”

“Can I tell you something? Something I’ve never told anyone?”

“Of course.”

Reggie braced herself. She thought of backing out, inventing some other lie, but she’d come this far. If she told, the secret would be out and wouldn’t have the same kind of power over her. Then maybe her skin would stop crawling and she’d stop eyeing the utility knife so longingly. “When I was a kid, I used to cut myself. On purpose.”

“Okay,” he said, voice calm and steady.

“I’d use a razor blade and never go very deep, just deep enough to hurt, to draw blood. I started around the time the whole Neptune mess began. When everything seemed so out of control, so hurtful and violent and scary as hell. Cutting brought this sense of order. Of calm.”

Len was silent a minute. “It makes total sense. It’s messed up and awful and I’m really sorry you went through it, but I get it,” he said at last. “But I’ve got to ask, why tell me all this right now?”

“Because there’s no one else I can tell it to. That’s the whole point.” She needed Len to get this, to really understand what she was trying to say. “You’re the only one I’ve ever wanted to tell all my fucked-up little secrets to. I was wrong to not tell you when my mother first showed up. I get that now and I’m really, truly sorry.”

“It’s okay,” he said.

“No, it isn’t. I can’t stand the thought that I did something to hurt you. You’re my one true friend, Len. The person I’m closest to in the world. I’m not going to pretend I know how to define our relationship, and I can’t promise I’ll ever be ready to move in with you. But I love you, Len. In my own fucked-up little way, I love you very much.”

“I love you, too,” Len said.

“I can’t stand the idea of losing you,” she said, biting her lip.

“I know,” he said. “I can’t stand the thought of being without you, either.”

They were silent a minute.

“They said on the news that another hand had been found, that Neptune is back.”

“He’s got my old friend Tara. My aunt had hired her as a nurse to look after my mom. I think Tara found out something and went digging around and got a little too close.”

“Jesus!” Len said. “I think I should come down there. I can pack a bag, be out the door in ten minutes.”

“No,” Reggie said quickly, looking at her blood-soaked paper towel. “I mean, thank you, but—no. You can’t. It’s just too much of a collision between my past life and my current life for me to handle right now. And there’s nothing you can do anyway. I’m really fine.”

“You don’t sound fine,” Len said, his voice warm and husky. She wished he were there, holding her in his arms.

“Being back here hasn’t been easy,” Reggie admitted.

Len made a soothing sound of agreement. “You’ve spent your whole life running away from that place and everything that happened there,” he said.

“And now here I am. Right back in the thick of it. In some ways, I feel like I never left. Or like I’ve stepped back through time and gone right back to being a kid again.” She started to pick at the cut on her thumb, watched it reopen and begin to bleed again.

“As painful as all this is, I know it’ll be good for you,” Len said. “You’re facing your demons. You’ll come out stronger.”

Reggie sighed. “I’m facing demons all right. I’m going out to see this old son of a bitch named Bo Berr today. He was my mom’s boyfriend in high school. He owned the Ford dealership here in town. He’s shifty as hell, a real scumbag.”

“So why are you paying him a visit?”

“You know the tan car I saw my mom get into the night she was taken? I think we’ve linked Bo to that car. If he knows something, we’ll find out.”

“We?”

“Charlie’s taking me to see him. Bo is Charlie’s uncle.”

“Wait a sec, the Charlie? The infamous adolescent crush?”

Reggie sighed. Maybe she’d already told Len too much about her past.

“That was in another lifetime. We were thirteen. Now he’s this boring, soft-around-the-middle guy with thinning hair who sells real estate. But he wants to find Tara as badly as I do.”

“This is fucked up, Reggie. You’re seriously tooling around town looking for a serial killer?”

“I’ll be careful,” Reggie said. “Look, Charlie’ll be here any minute. I’ve gotta go. I’ll call you later, okay?”

“Promise?” he asked. “Because if I don’t hear from you, I’m coming down there.”

“I promise,” she said, hanging up before he could say any more.


Chapter 34

June 22, 1985

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

“WHERE’S LORRAINE?” REGGIE HAD come down to the kitchen to find George doing the dishes. His clothing was rumpled, his eyes red and puffy. He looked like he hadn’t slept in days.

“She went to lie down. Is your friend gone?”

Reggie nodded.

George pulled the plug in the sink, sending the soapy water in a whirlpool down the drain. “Your aunt doesn’t think much of her. I’m afraid Lorraine’s put off by her fashion sense. All that black. The lace and safety pins.”

Reggie shrugged. “At least Tara has a fashion sense.” She left off what she was thinking: not like Lorraine with her stinky old fishing vest. She didn’t want to hurt George’s feelings—he apparently liked the fishing vest, maybe even found it attractive. Reggie stopped that thought before it went any further. The whole idea of Lorraine and George having a secret romance made her stomach hurt.

George smiled. “You two find anything interesting up there in the attic?” He looked at her with searching eyes, and for a split second, Reggie was sure he knew about the cutting. Her leg twinged with pain and felt damp. Tara had gone deep. The cut was now covered with a gauze pad and layers of medical tape that itched and pulled at her skin.

“Not much,” she said, looking away from him.

“Come have a seat,” he said, pulling out a chair at the kitchen table. She sat across from him. He looked at her a long time, then lifted his glasses and rubbed his face with his damp, pruny, dishwater hands. He replaced his glasses carefully and looked out at Reggie. His eyes looked big and sad. “Reggie, your mom—”

“I know. Neptune’s got her. It was her hand they found. I knew before Lorraine did—when I first heard the description of the hand. I even went to the police.”

George’s eyes got bigger behind his glasses. “You did? Does Lorraine know?”

Reggie shook her head. “She’d kill me. Please don’t tell her.”

He gave a wan smile. “Our secret, then.” They were silent a minute, both shuffling their feet on the floor. Reggie looked down and saw the linoleum was strewn with crumbs.

“Reggie,” George said. “If you want someone to talk to . . . about your mom, I mean . . .”

“Thanks,” Reggie said, standing up like she had someplace to hurry off to. George looked relieved that she wasn’t going to take him up on his offer right then and there.

“Hey, I was thinking I might head back to my place and work on Lorraine’s fishing cabinet. It would be good to have something to do. Something to help me keep my mind off all this. Want to join me?” George said, eyebrows raised. Sometimes George reminded Reggie of a hopeful dog, one it was impossible to disappoint. She liked this look a whole lot better than the all-seeing X-ray vision look he’d just given her.

Reggie nodded and followed him out to his van.

“Beautiful afternoon,” George said. The air smelled like fresh cut grass and grilled meat—one of their neighbors was having a cookout. The charred scent hit Reggie hard, sending waves of nausea through her. She was sure that behind it, she could detect the faint odor of her own blood as it leaked from her leg. She leaned back against George’s van, steadying herself before climbing in.

 

GEORGE HAD MADE A lot of progress on the fishing cabinet. The sides, bottom, and top were all done but lying in a neat row on a quilt on the basement floor, waiting to be assembled.

“Want to see something cool?” George asked, eyes gleaming.

“Sure.”

He reached down to the bottom of the cabinet: a small platform of sanded oak with decorative molding around the edges. He pushed on the floor of the base, and it popped open like a door.

“It’s got a secret compartment,” he said. “This part wasn’t in the plans. I added it myself. Don’t you think she’ll love it?”

Reggie smiled. It was pretty cool. But still, she had a hard time imagining what Lorraine might use a compartment like that for—her extra-special top-secret best trout-luring flies? “It’s great,” Reggie said.

“Can I ask you a question?” Reggie said, eyes on the secret compartment.

“Shoot.”

“Are you and Lorraine . . . you know, are you a couple or something?”

George closed the secret door. Without turning to look at her, he finally answered. “In a sense.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means we’re two adults who enjoy each other’s company.”

“You’re not gonna get married or anything, are you?”

George made a sound that was half laughter, half snort. “Good heavens, no! I think we’re both happy enough with the arrangement as it is.”

“But why be so secretive?”

“What we do is nobody’s business but our own.”

“Does my mom know?”

“I’m not sure.”

“So you never told her. Never talked about it?”

“No. Why should I? I don’t need Vera’s permission to have a private life.”

Reggie laughed. “You know, she thought you were hanging around all the time because of her. That’s what she told me. She said you’d taken her on dates, but you just weren’t her type. She thought you were kind of sulky and heartbroken.”

George’s eyes got wide. “I’ve taken her out, yes. But not on dates! We went out as friends.”

“I don’t think she saw it that way,” Reggie said.

George turned back to the platform of the cabinet, fiddling with it unnecessarily. “I guess you never know what other people are thinking, do you?”

Understatement of the year.

“I guess not,” Reggie said.

“Do me a favor,” George said, getting back to business. “Grab the tape measure, square, and a pencil. We’ll cut the pieces for the door.”

Reggie walked over to the bench with its neat rows of tools, picked up the twenty-five-foot measuring tape, the metal square, and the carpenter’s pencil with its rectangular lead.

George had a six-foot piece of oak on the sawhorses. “Mark it at sixty-three and five-eighths,” he instructed. Reggie measured the board, making a pencil mark first on the left side, then again when she measured from the right. Then she lined the square up perfectly and drew a line, connecting the dots. She wished everything in her life was as simple and sensible as this. If only tools and measurements would help her to find her mother. Reggie heard Tara’s voice echoing in her head: The point is that we’ve gotta keep trying, right? If we stop looking, it’s over.

“Good,” George said. “Do you want to do the cutting?”

Reggie nodded, reaching for the clear safety glasses. “George,” she said as she placed the glasses on. “Did my mom say anything to you about this new play she’s in? Like the name of the theater company or anything?”

George shook his head, seemed to hesitate before speaking. “There are things you don’t know. Things Lorraine and I feel it’s time you learned. With your mother’s—disappearance—well, a lot of stuff is apt to come to the surface. And I’d rather you heard it from me than from reading it in the paper.” George straightened up and faced Reggie.

“What kind of things?”

“Your mother hasn’t been in a play since before you were born, Reg.”

“What?” Reggie stammered. She peered out at him through the scuffed plastic lenses of the safety glasses. She suddenly felt like she was underwater, sinking fast.

George was wrong. He had to be. Vera had been doing plays for years, that’s what kept her so busy all the time.

“But she’s been doing a play in New Haven. With Rabbit.”

He shook his head. “There is no play in New Haven. There may not even be a Rabbit. If there is, he’s no director.”

Reggie’s heart hammered. She wanted to cover her good ear, stamp her feet like a toddler having a tantrum, refusing to listen anymore. Instead she cleared her throat and asked in a meek voice, “But what’s she been doing if she’s not off rehearsing?”

George turned back to the wood, lifting onto the chop saw, lining the blade up with the line Reggie had made. “I don’t know exactly. Drinking, mostly, I think. Spending time with her friends. With boyfriends.” He spat the last word out bitterly, sounding as prudish and judgmental as Lorraine.

“Oh,” Reggie said, the word a hollow sound.

She thought of the filthy, wrecked room at Airport Efficiencies, the cockroach, and the package of condoms.

Her breath was coming hard and fast now. Tears stung her eyes behind the glasses, which were now fogging.

Everything she thought she knew about her mother was a complete lie. A lie that they’d all fed to her, year after year, thinking they were protecting her from the truth.

“Go ahead and cut it, Reg,” George said, and Reggie flipped on the saw, and brought the blade down across the line, biting into the wood, making a screaming sound. Once she’d finished, Reggie turned off the saw and stepped back, taking the glasses off and rubbing her eyes.

“Your mother was wonderful onstage, Reggie. I wish you could have seen her. She had this . . . this presence. It was spellbinding, really. Lorraine and I still talk about it. About what might have happened if she’d stuck with it, if she hadn’t just given the whole thing up.”

You mean if she hadn’t gotten pregnant, Reggie thought. Hadn’t had me.

Reggie was feeling worse by the second. Her leg throbbed. The bandages felt damp and sticky. But somewhere behind the pain, another thought was coming to the surface. Something that had been there all afternoon, quietly festering and now refusing to be ignored.

“We found something else in the attic,” Reggie said. “An old theater program from the fall of 1970. She did The Crucible at a little theater in Hartford.”

George was over by the wood, moving another oak board to the sawhorses for measuring. He turned and stared at her blankly. “I don’t think I saw that one,” he said.

“But everyone always said she’d been in New York that fall, just before she moved back to Monique’s Wish. That was a lie too, wasn’t it?”

George sighed. “She had been in New York. Left just after high school graduation. But then, at the end of the following summer, she came back.”

“Why?” Reggie asked.

George sighed. “I guess I can tell you. Since we’re letting all the skeletons out of the closet today. Bo Berr asked her to come back. He set her up in a little apartment, promised he’d leave his wife, marry Vera instead.”

George’s voice had an angry edge to it, but Reggie couldn’t tell who it was directed at: Vera or Bo.

“Bo? Charlie’s uncle?”

“He had a real thing for Vera, always did. Even back in junior high. Hell, elementary school, probably. Anyway, it didn’t last. He dumped her pretty soon after and moved back in with his wife.”

“But if she was with Bo, living with him that fall, then that means . . .”

George stared at her, poker-faced.

She didn’t dare say the rest out loud.

 

REGGIE RODE AS FAST and hard as she could to the center of town, right to Berr’s Ford. She arrived sweaty and out of breath, the bandaged cut on her leg burning.

“You’re a little young to be out car shopping, aren’t you, Regina?” Bo eyed her skeptically as she moved across the floor room toward him. He was leaning against a brand-new F-150 pickup, the candy-apple-red paint blindingly glossy. His suit was dusty gray, the fabric worn and shiny in places. Another salesman sat at a desk in the corner; he looked up briefly from his paperwork, but got right back to it.

“I have some questions,” Reggie said, stopping right in front of Bo, watching the way he smiled down at her so smugly, so dismissively. It was a smile that told her she was nothing to him. She was so close she could hear his breathing, see his nose hairs and that his shirt was stained yellow around the collar. His tie had something that looked like grape jelly on it. He licked his lips, tongue touching his overgrown mustache.

“About the fall of 1970. When my mother came back from New York.”

There was a little twitch at the corners of his mouth, and the smile fell away. “Let’s go to my office,” he said, gesturing with one of his big, blockish hands. He’d been a football star in high school; she remembered her mother mentioning it when they watched him on TV, in one of his stupid chicken commercials. He’d planned to go to college on a football scholarship but had ruined his knee senior year.

Reggie followed him across the showroom to the big office at the end with the plate-glass window overlooking the showroom. His desk was littered with papers. There was a framed photo of Stu, his wife, and Sid. There was another shot of Bo and Stu out on a boat, holding an enormous fish with a pointed, spearlike snout—a marlin, maybe. They looked young and tan and happy. There were young women in the background, their wives, maybe, or girlfriends they’d had before they met their wives. Reggie’s eye went to the Dealer of the Year plaques on the walls. Framed letters from charitable organizations thanking Bo for going above and beyond to help raise money for everything from cancer research to saving the Connecticut River from pollution.

He took a seat in the upholstered chair behind his desk. Reggie stood.

“What did she say?” he asked, his big, meaty face beginning to flush.

“Who?”

“Your mother. Whatever it was, you can be damn sure there isn’t a grain of truth to it.”

“She didn’t say anything to me.”

If only, Reggie thought. If only she’d trusted me enough to tell me the truth. Not just her, but Lorraine and George, too. They’d treated her like some kind of doll, too delicate to bear the weight of the truth.

Maybe they were right. Maybe she was.

She could feel little cracks forming already, turning rough and ragged in places, opening up in the place where Tara had run the razor blade along her skin. Sweat dripped into the cut, burning like acid.

“Well, who’ve you been talking to then?” Bo demanded.

“It doesn’t matter. What matters is what I heard.”

“And what’s that?”

“That my mother came back from New York to be with you in the fall of 1970. That you got her an apartment, promised you’d leave your wife, then dumped her. Is it true?”

His face went from pink to red. “I’d like you to leave, Regina. You have no business coming here, talking to me like this.”

“Is it true?”

He ran a hand over his mustache as if he was dusting crumbs out.

“Are you my father?” she asked abruptly. She couldn’t believe she’d said it out loud, but there it was, no going back now. She leaned forward, resting her hands on the edge of his desk, searching his face for some sign of herself.

Bo was now the shade of a beet and moist with perspiration. “Your father . . . ,” he stammered.

“I don’t want anything from you. I just want—”

What did she want? An apology? Some kind of explanation that would help her to understand why all the adults in her life had layered the lies, spreading them sweet and thick over the years, like a sickening kind of cake that was supposed to make her feel happy and loved, but was secretly laced with poison.

“Your father could be anyone!” Bo said, the words hitting Reggie square in the chest like an arrow.

“But if my mother was living with you—”

“Your mother’s a whore, Regina.” He spit the words out with tremendous anger. “Haven’t you figured that out by now?”

Reggie stared at him, heart pounding up into her throat. She let go of the desk, staggering backward. The pain in her leg pulsated and blossomed with each heartbeat. She glanced down and saw the blood soaking through her sweatpants, marking her for what she truly was: a bastard girl who cut herself with a whore for a mother.

“She’d let anyone who’d buy her a glass of gin slip it to her.”

Now it was Reggie’s face that began to color. She felt light-headed and weak-kneed. She wished she could just disappear entirely, be gone in a puff of smoke like a girl in a magic show.

“You want the truth, young lady? Here’s the truth: she lived with me when she first came back, but it didn’t last. Not when I learned what she was up to. That she was going out at night with other men. It’s like a sickness she’s got. This want, this need, to be loved, to be admired, to have men fight over her like goddamn dogs.” His eyes blazed. “That’s what got her killed.”

Reggie took a step back, swaying a little. “She’s not dead,” Reggie said. “Not yet.”

He squinted at her like she was small and far away, something he had to really focus on. “I pity you, Regina. I really do. Being born from that woman. Having her blood running in your veins. I don’t know who your father is, but it’s not me. She told me so herself.”

“Did she say who it was?”

Bo gave a deep belly laugh, shaking his head. “I doubt she ever even knew. Could be anyone. One of those actors, a truck driver passing through. I wouldn’t be at all surprised to hear that Vera put out for the goddamned devil himself.”


Chapter 35

October 22, 2010

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

“HOW IS SHE?” BO asked, lower lip trembling slightly. “Your mother?”

Reggie studied the old man before her. He was shrunken, wrinkled, covered in liver spots. It was hard to imagine this was the same hulking, red-faced Bo Berr Reggie had confronted at the dealership twenty-five years ago.

Charlie had told her that his uncle Bo had recently been diagnosed with pancreatic cancer and wasn’t expected to last more than six months. Even if this man had been the killer back in 1985, Reggie couldn’t believe he’d have the strength and stamina to start up again now.

It seemed a strange coincidence to Reggie that both her mother and Bo were dying of cancer. Life had taken them each in such separate directions; now here they were, weak and sick, looking so much alike it gave Reggie goose bumps.

“Funny you should ask,” Reggie said. “Because the last time I remember you and I having a conversation about my mother, you didn’t seem all that concerned about her well-being.”

Time did not heal all wounds. Sometimes they just festered.

Bo nodded, looked away. His nose began to run, and he wiped at it with a dirty tissue.

“I’m dying, you know? Did my nephew tell you?”

Reggie gritted her teeth. She refused to pity him.

“I told her, Uncle Bo,” Charlie said. He was seated beside Reggie on the leather couch in Bo’s home office. Charlie was wearing jeans and a Rolling Stones T-shirt that looked brand-new, like he’d just picked it up at the music store in the mall when he stopped for guitar strings. It was a little tight, accentuating his paunchy belly. On the way over to Bo’s, he’d told Reggie that he’d restrung the old guitar, stayed up late into the night playing. He’d showed her raw-looking blistered fingers.

Bo’s wife, Frances, had let them in, told them Bo was expecting them. Charlie had arranged the meeting by phone, telling Bo that they had some questions.

The Berrs’ house was a sprawling one-story design with a curved glass block wall and a stucco exterior. Reggie remembered thinking how big and fancy it had seemed when they were kids. Now the stucco was crumbly, the glass blocks were chipped and grimy. There was a swimming pool in the back that Reggie could see from the office window—the cement was cracked, and it was half full of dark green, slimy-looking water. To the left of the swimming pool was the garage with the little apartment on the top floor where Rabbit had once stayed.

Bo cleared his throat noisily and hacked something thick into the tissue. Reggie felt her stomach flip-flop.

“What is it you want?” he asked quietly. His desk took up a third of the room and had a large, tinted glass top. It was covered in dirty tissues, cold cups of tea, and a couple of tourist brochures about Mexico.

Reggie launched right into it. “We talked with Rabbit. We know he was staying here when my mother was taken—that you were his NA sponsor and you worked with him through Second Chance. And I know damn well I saw my mother get into a tan car with a broken taillight at the bowling alley that night. Was it you?”

She fought the temptation to lean forward and shake the old man, slap his pale, sickly face over and over like a 1940s movie gangster—Spill it, you dirty rat—somehow force the truth out of him. Somewhere Tara was waiting in the dark, knowing that soon Neptune would come for her.

Bo sighed. “My wife, Frances, deserves a medal, you know. Putting up with me all these years. Taking care of me. Of Sidney.”

Reggie cringed when she heard Sid’s name. Was there a day that had gone by that she hadn’t thought of him?

Twenty-five years of guilt mixed with the acid in her stomach, churning, making her twist on the couch, trying to get comfortable. She turned to Charlie. He was stone-faced. How had he done it all these years—lived with what they’d done? Sid was his cousin. And they lived in the same town. Charlie hadn’t run the way she had. He’d found a way to live with what they did—to face it at every family gathering.

She remembered the dream she’d had long ago of finding a bug-size Vera pinned to a box with a collection of roaches. She felt like one of those insects now, trapped and on display.

“But you know what they say,” Bo went on. “You never get over your first love? Maybe that’s true.”

Reggie felt her face flush as she looked down at the ground, not wanting to catch Charlie’s eye. While she no longer felt anything for the man sitting beside her, a part of her still pined for that boy who smelled of fresh-cut grass and gasoline.

Reggie remembered the little Barbie shoe Tara carried around, the one she’d taken from Andrea McFerlin’s house. She thought of Andrea McFerlin’s two little girls, now grown women, and wondered if they’d learned to love properly, to feel safe in the world again.

“I was crazy for Vera,” Bo said. “Just crazy. But whatever I did, whatever I gave her”—his eyes turned steely, and Reggie saw a glimpse of the man he used to be—“it was never enough. Vera went off to New York and I married Frances. We made our choices.”

“But you asked her to come back,” Reggie said. “You said you’d leave your wife. It wasn’t over between you.”

Bo looked down at the top of his desk. “It should have been.”

Had Reggie ever loved anyone that much? There was Charlie, but that was puppy love. The truth was, Len was right: she’d never had the courage to love anyone down to the bones.

“Was it you?” Charlie asked his uncle. “Were you Neptune?”

Bo’s face contorted into a look of disgust. He coughed and hacked for a minute, pulled another tissue from the box. “No. I’m no killer. I’ve been a junkie, I’ve been unfaithful to my wife, hell, I’ve even cheated on my taxes, but I’ve never lifted a finger to hurt a lady.”

“Did you take Rabbit’s car that night?” Reggie asked, leaning forward, holding her breath.

Bo gave a slow nod and looked down. “Vera called me from the bowling alley. Said she’d been stood up and needed a ride. I told her to call a goddamn cab, but she said all she had was eighteen cents. In the end, I went. I didn’t want to take a chance of anyone recognizing me with her, so I left my car at home and took Rabbit’s. He never even knew.”

“So what happened?” Charlie asked. “What did she say? Where did you go?”

“We drove around. Vera was edgy, smoking a lot. We went to a drive-through, got some burgers and coffees. I asked her about the guy who’d stood her up, and all she said was that they were pretty serious, that he’d asked her to marry him. She said he was a real gentleman, someone important, with money. She wanted to know if I could picture her married.”

“And what did you say?” Reggie asked.

Bo snorted derisively.

“I told her the truth. She didn’t like that much.”

Reggie remembered the night her mother had curled up beside her in bed. A nice, normal life. You’d like that, wouldn’t you, love?

“What happened next?” Reggie asked.

“I dropped her off at Runway 36. I wanted to go in with her, buy her a drink, but she sent me off on my way. That was the last time I saw her.”

“And the police never knew? Never figured out that it was you in that car?” Charlie asked.

Bo smiled, revealing yellowish teeth. “You know your dad, Charlie. He was a good cop. Maybe great. But he was loyal to his family. He knew it was me who took Vera from the bowling alley to Runway 36 that night. Hell, it didn’t take him long. He came to ask me about it the very next morning. But he kept it quiet. He knew I wasn’t the killer. Just like he knew you would never hurt anyone on purpose—right, Charlie?”

Charlie looked down at the floor.

There it was. All these years, Reggie had wondered if Bo knew what really happened to Sid that night. Reggie’s mind whirred. Did Stu keep Bo from pressing charges against all of them by hiding the fact that Bo was the driver of the infamous tan car?

“People make mistakes,” Bo said. “Your father understood that. He also understood that some mistakes could ruin lives. And when he could, he did his best to make sure that didn’t happen.”

 

THEY LEFT BO IN his office, saying they could find their own way out. Bo coughed some more, waving them out of the room as Frances came in with a pill bottle and fresh glass of water. They paused in the hall, looking at photos of Bo and Stu, Sidney and Charlie, all of them looking impossibly young and happy, like the life that awaited them was just one big wonderful adventure.

“Do you believe him?” Charlie asked, running a hand through his thinning hair.

“Yeah,” Reggie said. “I do.”

“Me, too,” he said.

“So we’re still no closer to finding our mystery man,” Reggie said.

“If there even is one,” Charlie said. “I mean, maybe it really was random. Maybe Neptune wasn’t the guy she was going to marry, but some stranger who happened to see her that night at the bar.”

“Maybe,” Reggie admitted, feeling like the whole thing was hopeless. If it was truly random, then there was no chance of finding a clue that would lead them to Tara in time.

But that was the kicker wasn’t it: Tara. Why had the killer taken Tara? Why come out of hiding twenty-five years later and take another woman? The only logical explanation Reggie could come up with is that somehow or other, Tara got too close.

And then there was the wedding ring Vera had held on to—Until death do us part June 20, 1985. This was the biggest clue they had connecting the man she was going to marry with Neptune.

They continued down the hall, passing by the front room where Sid’s wheelchair was parked in front of the TV. There was a game show on, the contestants spinning a large roulette wheel.

Reggie froze, holding her breath as she studied Sid’s slumped shoulders, the way his hair, still curly and unkempt, fell over the back of his neck.

“I want to go say hello,” Reggie said.

“It won’t do any good. He won’t know you. He doesn’t remember.”

So this was how Charlie managed to live with the guilt, to go to family gatherings and face Sid over the Thanksgiving turkey—he told himself over and over that Sid didn’t remember. As if that made it all disappear somehow.

Reggie went into the room anyway while Charlie hovered in the doorway, hands dug into the pockets of his leather jacket.

“Hi, Sid,” Reggie said, squatting down. He opened his eyes and stared at her vaguely. He was hunched over in the chair, held in by a fabric belt around his waist. A catheter tube came out of his sweatpants and into a clear plastic bag fastened to the side of the chair. The bag was nearly full with dark urine.

“Remember me? Reggie Dufrane?”

He blinked twice. A little string of drool dripped down onto his plain white T-shirt.

She reached out, put her hand on his, and gave it a squeeze. His hand was hot and sticky.

“I know you don’t remember, Sid, but I’m sorry. What happened, it was an accident, but—”

“Why’re you here?” he asked. Speaking seemed to be an effort, she could see the muscles of his face and neck tense and twitch as he pushed the words out. His voice was slow and creaky, like a box lid being opened, but she could understand him.

“I was just visiting your father.”

He smiled. “Bo-Bo.”

“Yes,” Reggie said. “Bo. He and my mom, Vera, they used to go steady back in high school. Back before he met your mom. In another life.”

He smiled again, dropping his head down, then bringing it back up as he concentrated on getting more words out. “Pretty girl,” he said, spittle covering his lower lip.

“Your mom? I’m sure she was. I’m sure she was beautiful.”

He shook his head. “Not her,” he said slowly, frowning. “The girl Yogi stole.”

 

LORRAINE WAS IN THE kitchen making herself a cup of tea when Reggie walked in.

“Would you like one?” Lorraine asked, holding up her mug.

“Sure,” Reggie said. She watched her aunt get down a second cup, drop a bag of Lipton into it, and fill it with water from the kettle.

“You got a call from a Sister Dolores. She said she was going home for the day but that she’d call back tomorrow.”

Reggie nodded. Why hadn’t the nun called her on her cell phone? She’d left both numbers.

“Detective Levi stopped by, too.”

“What did he want?”

Lorraine shrugged. “The usual, I guess. He tried to talk to your mother for a few minutes, but you know how that goes.”

“What’d he ask her?”

“Mostly about Tara. Then if she could tell him anything at all about Neptune.”

“I’m sure she was quite forthcoming.”

“Actually, she sang him a song: ‘Oh do you know the Muffin Man.’ ”

Reggie laughed.

Lorraine filled a little cow creamer with skim milk and carried it to the table.

“Was that Charlie Berr who dropped you off?” Lorraine asked.

“Yes,” Reggie said, bristling as she picked up her tea and took a sip, burning the roof of the mouth.

“You’re seeing a lot of him.”

“We’re old friends,” Reggie said. “That’s all.” Charlie and his Rolling Stones shirt, the fresh aftershave he had on when he met her. Was he hoping for this to develop into something more?

Lorraine nodded, stirring milk into her own tea. “So is there a man in your life, then?”

“No,” Reggie answered too quickly. “I mean yes. Maybe.” She pulled the bag of tea out of her cup, played with the label attached to the string by a tiny staple.

Lorraine smiled at her. “It’s not good to be alone, Regina.”

Reggie nodded, her fingers working at the little staple, opening it, then, realizing what she was doing, setting it down.

“I don’t know what I’d do without George. He’s my lifeline. Especially now.”

Reggie took another sip of tea. What an odd couple they made, Lorraine and George. But somehow they were perfect together. Both of them sort of lost and awkward, two misfits. George with his ducks, Lorraine with her fish. It was kind of endearing to Reggie, the idea that their relationship had lasted so many years. They’d never married, never even lived together. They’d invented their own definition of romance: they cooked dinner together a few times a week, George gave Lorraine rides to doctors’ appointments and shopping, Lorraine did all his mending.

Was this how she and Len would be in years to come? Each in their own separate space, coming together when they needed each other?

Maybe she and her aunt weren’t so different after all.

Lorraine set her cup down and turned to Reggie. “I’m glad you’re here. I couldn’t do all this on my own. George helps all he can, but he’s so busy with work. You being here makes such a big difference. George, George is my family, but you and your mother, you’re more than that. You’re blood.” She reached out and put her hand on Reggie’s, giving it a tentative squeeze.

Reggie nodded and squeezed back. “Thanks.” They felt like the first kind words she’d heard from Lorraine in a long, long time. But Reggie was to blame for that, wasn’t she? She’d shut Lorraine out, been needlessly cruel in the way that only teenage girls can be.

Reggie felt suddenly guilty for her fleeting thoughts just days ago that Lorraine might have something to do with Neptune, that she might have been the one who’d given Vera the newspaper article.

“I’m sorry that I ran away like that last week, when Mom first came home.”

Lorraine nodded. “It was a lot to take in all at once, I imagine.”

“And I’m sorry for blaming you when Mom disappeared. It wasn’t your fault. I was just so devastated, so furious, I guess I needed someone to direct all that at. It wasn’t right, leaving home and never coming back. I just couldn’t face things. I didn’t know how. It was cowardly, and I’m sorry.”

Lorraine bowed her head down, as if studying her shoes. “I understand,” she said.

They were silent a minute. Outside, a siren wailed in the distance.

“I went to see Bo Berr today,” Reggie confessed, grateful to be changing the subject. “I thought maybe he was Neptune.”

“Why on earth would you think that?”

“Because of something George told me once. About Mom coming back and living with Bo after being in New York. Then I did some digging and found out Bo was the one who picked her up from the bowling alley that night. He came and got her in a borrowed car.”

Lorraine pursed her lips. “Your mother and Bo, that’s ancient history. Heavens, I felt so bad for him back when they were still in high school. She treated him terribly. Both of them. Stringing them along, playing them off each other like puppets.”

“Who?”

“Bo and his younger brother, Stuart.”

“Wait . . . Mom dated Stu? Charlie’s dad?”

Lorraine shrugged. “I can’t say for sure what was happening when. But in the end, I think she broke both their hearts when she ran off to New York.”

 

REGGIE FOUND HER MOTHER’S senior yearbook right where Tara had set it down years before—on top of the trunk in the attic.

Reggie could hear Tara’s voice: She was beautiful. You look like her.

Reggie held the yearbook and glanced into the three mirrors, Vera’s dress dummies behind her like old, familiar ghosts. She did look like her mother. She saw it now. In the eyes, the cheekbones. She was a darker version of Vera—the proverbial black sheep.

Reggie opened the yearbook and went through it page by page, reading the notes and autographs. And there, near the end, a photo she’d missed before. Vera and a dark-haired, serious-faced boy with their arms around each other. Her head was on his shoulder and she looked peaceful, content. Next to it, in neat cursive he’d written:


They do not love that do not show their love.

The course of true love never did run smooth.

Love is a familiar. Love is a devil.

There is no evil angel but Love.

—Shakespeare




Always and forever,

Stu



Suddenly, like the tumblers of a lock turning, everything clicked into place.

Stu Berr.

Stu Berr, who’d led the investigation. Who’d let his brother off the hook. Stu, a man in a position of power.

Reggie remembered her mother’s horrified reaction at seeing Charlie’s face. And didn’t Charlie look just like his father?

Oh God. It all made sense.

Reggie pulled out her phone and dialed information, asking for Bo Berr’s number. She got it and punched it in.

Frances answered. “Hello?”

“Mrs. Berr, it’s Reggie Dufrane. I was hoping I could speak to your husband.”

“He’s resting. I’m afraid your visit wore him out. And he’s just had his pain medicine.”

“Please, it’ll only be a minute. I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.”

Frances put the phone down and Reggie heard muffled voices. Then Bo got on the line with a groggy “Hello?”

“Mr. Berr. It’s Reggie Dufrane. There’s something you said earlier that I’ve been wondering about.”

“Is that right?” His words were ever so slightly slurred.

“You said that the morning after you dropped my mother off, your brother came to see you to question you. Are you sure it was that morning?”

A few wet coughs and throat clearings.

“Yeah, it was early morning. Right after they’d found the hand, I think. He knew right away that I’d been the one who dropped her off at the bar. He was the one who told me the hand was Vera’s.”

There was only one way Reggie could think of that Stu had known it had been Bo who’d dropped her off.

A chill ran through Reggie. The hand that was wrapped around her cell phone began to tremble.

“Thanks, Mr. Berr. Take care of yourself.”

She hung up and dug the tiny staple from the teabag, the one she didn’t even realize she’d brought upstairs, deep into the skin of her thumb.


DAY FOUR
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REGGIE PULLED UP IN front of Stu Berr’s house and saw a pickup in the driveway. She’d thought of calling first but decided a surprise visit might yield more results.

She only hoped he didn’t have any surprises waiting for her: a rag soaked in ether and a surgeon’s saw.

Stop it, she told herself.

Her phone was ringing. Len again. She answered, thinking that hearing his voice might soothe her, stop her hands from shaking and help give her the strength and courage she needed to go knock on Stu’s door.

“You didn’t call,” Len said.

“I’m sorry,” Reggie told him. “I got a little swept up in things here. I think I know who Neptune is.”

“Jesus. Who?”

“Charlie’s dad. Stu Berr.” She looked across the street at the neat little ranch house, saw movement inside. “He was the lead detective on the Neptune case and now it turns out he and my mom went out back in high school. I think he never got over her. I think—”

“Have you gone to the police, Reg?”

“Not yet. I don’t have any proof. And he was a cop himself, so that makes things a little complicated.”

“Listen,” Len said. “I’m on my way.”

“What? No. I can—”

“No arguments. I’ll be there in three hours or so, depending on traffic. I don’t want you to do anything until I get there, okay? Just stay at home with the doors locked. We’ll figure out the next move once I arrive. Deal?”

“Okay,” Reggie said, thinking she should be angry, but really, she felt relief.

“Don’t do anything stupid, Reg,” he said.

“I won’t,” she promised. “See you soon.”

She hung up the phone, counted to ten, opened the door of her truck, and crossed the driveway. The place had been kept up well. The driveway had been resurfaced recently, and there was a fresh coat of paint on the house. The shrubs were neatly trimmed and the leaves raked. Stu Berr had not been idle in his retirement. To the right of the front door was the wooden plaque with the house number—21. She remembered the key that used to be hidden in the little carved-out niche behind it. She rang the bell and heard a dog barking behind the door. Reggie considered turning around and running.

But then the door open slowly and Stu Berr stared out at her. Reggie was startled by how much he looked like a slightly older version of Charlie. In fact, he could have passed for Charlie’s older brother rather than his father. Gone were the jowls and the rolls of fat above his waist. He wore a T-shirt and running shorts, showing sculpted muscles. His hair was short and gray. The mustache was gone.

With his right hand, he held a large German shepherd by his thick leather collar. The dog continued to bark and growl, pulling on Stu’s arm as his muzzle pressed against the flimsy screen.

“Help you?” he said.

“Mr. Berr. I’m Regina Dufrane. Vera’s daughter?”

He stared at her a minute through the screen door. “Oh my goodness, yes,” he said. “I heard she was back at home. Come in, please.” He unlatched the door, then stepped aside, waving her in. He continued to hold the dog.

Reggie hesitated.

“Don’t worry. He won’t hurt you.”

Reggie reluctantly opened the screen door and stepped inside, keeping her back to the wall, not taking her eyes off the enemy. Her body went rigid and cold. The dog continued to roar at her, teeth bared. Reggie felt a strange tingle at the scar tissue under her prosthetic ear.

She still hated dogs. They were the one fear she couldn’t seem to conquer.

“Duke!” Stu said in a firm voice. “Go lie down.”

The dog stopped barking, put his ears back in defeat, and sulked off to a corner of the living room. He walked in circles over his plaid flannel dog bed, then settled down, curling himself into a surprisingly small ball.

“Smart dog,” Reggie said, letting out a breath she didn’t even realize she’d been holding. Her entire body was chilled with cold sweat.

“He was a police dog, but he was getting a little gray in the muzzle, so they let him retire with me.”

“Nice,” Reggie said.

“We’re good company for each other,” Stu said. “Can I offer you some coffee? I just made a pot.”

“Sure,” Reggie said. She followed him into the kitchen and watched while he poured her a cup of coffee.

“Cream and sugar?”

“No thanks. I take it black.”

“Let’s go into the living room. It’s more comfortable there.”

She took the coffee from him and followed him into the living room, choosing the seat that was farthest away from Duke. The dog raised his ears, kept his eyes trained on her.

“Does the dog bother you?” Stu asked. “I can crate him.”

“No. I’m fine, thanks. I’m not sure he likes me much, though.”

Stu smiled. “Dogs smell fear.”

Reggie swallowed a sip of bitter weak coffee and set her cup down on the table. “Charlie says you’ve got a boat you’re fixing up?”

“Yeah. Down at the shore. She’s a mess, but I’ll get her into shape. I’m actually heading down there today to do some painting.”

Reggie nodded, picked up her coffee, and took another sip. Stu stared at her with his best ex-cop look. It was the same way he’d looked at her years ago when she went to the station to explain that she believed the scarred hand that showed up was Vera’s. His eyes were steely and alert, taking every detail in, but his face showed no emotion.

“So what can I do for you, Regina? I’m guessing you didn’t come out to see me to ask about my boat,” he said.

Reggie set the cup down, pushed it away. “No. No, I didn’t.”

“It’s about your mother, then?”

Reggie nodded.

He looked at her, waiting. Then said, “Has she remembered anything? Anything at all?”

Reggie shook her head. “Not that we can tell.”

Stu took a sip of his coffee.

“I found something when I was going through my mother’s things. Her old high school yearbook. There was a picture in it of the two of you. And you’d written down a poem.”

Stu’s jaw clenched slightly. He nodded, but said nothing.

“But she was also involved with your brother Bo, right?”

He sighed. “Ancient history,” he said.

Reggie smiled. “But history repeats itself, right? Like my mother coming back and moving in with Bo?”

“Vera and I were over before she left for New York. Nothing between us was ever rekindled.”

“So you weren’t involved with her in any way before she went missing?”

“Not that it’s any of your business, but, no.”

“But you were there in the bar that night, weren’t you? At Runway 36? You either saw Vera get out of Bo’s car or she told you he’d given her a ride.”

Stu gave her a long hard look; then his serious face broke into a smile. His teeth were so perfect and white that Reggie wondered if they might be dentures. “I’m afraid you missed your calling, Regina. You may be a world-class architect, but you would have made one hell of a detective.”

Had he been keeping tabs on her over the years? She thought of the mysterious phone calls she’d been getting since leaving home—had it been Stu Berr on the other end, breathing into her good ear?

Reggie looked at the dog, who was still lying down, but his eyes and ears showed that he was at full attention, much like his owner. Reggie was close to the door and had no doubt she could get to it quicker than Stu, who was several feet away with a coffee table between them. But she doubted she could outrun the dog. She touched the cell phone in her pocket, wondering if she could dial 911 without looking at the numbers.

“I was there that night. I was the man in the Yankees cap that people saw talking with Vera.”

“Why didn’t you ever say so?”

“Because my visit with her was part of an ongoing investigation into the Neptune killings.”

Reggie gave him a questioning look. She didn’t want him to know the full extent of her suspicions. “Why Vera? Did you know she was going to be taken next?”

He shook his head. “No. I was there to talk to her because she was a suspect.”

“Suspect? In what kind of case?”

He cleared his throat and gave her a long serious look. “I was fairly certain your mother was the Neptune killer.”

Reggie sank back in her chair. “You can’t be serious.”

“Detective work is all about finding threads. Connections. In the case of Neptune, all these threads led me back to your mother. She was the one thing all the victims had in common.”

Reggie remembered all her mother’s talk of threads and connections, how everyone was linked, whether they realized it or not.

“But she only knew Candy! Not the other two.”

“True. Which is where the real detective work comes in. Candace Jacques had been dating James Jacovich. In fact, Jacovich dumped Vera for Candace. Andrea McFerlin had been dating a man named Sal Rossi. Does that name ring a bell?”

“My mother dated a guy named Sal. She said he was a photographer.”

Stu shook his head. “Sal Rossi was the manager for Airport Cab company. He didn’t date your mother long. When he broke up with her, he took up with Andrea McFerlin. They met through a dating service.”

“And what about the young woman—the film student?” Reggie asked.

“Here’s where things get interesting. Ann Stickney was making a documentary about the tobacco sheds and the men who worked there. One of the men was Wayne Abbott.”

“Never heard of him.”

“You mother dated him for some time. He was a younger man. Dark hair, very handsome. He drove a VW bus and went around telling people he’d had small parts in movies. Total bullshit, by the way.”

“Mr. Hollywood,” Reggie said under her breath.

“Young Wayne thought Ann was a better prospect than your mother, so he ditched poor Vera, thinking that maybe Ann’s film would make his fictional movie star identity a reality. It didn’t work out that way.”

Reggie’s head spun. “So all three women . . .”

“Had taken men away from Vera.”

“But this doesn’t make sense!” Reggie said. “Because the killer came for Vera next!”

Stu smiled. “Clever, isn’t it? What better way to cover your tracks than to be the final victim, the one whose body is never found?”

Reggie sat forward, perched at the edge of her chair. “What? You’re saying she cut off her own hand? That’s insane!”

Stu shrugged. “My theory wasn’t very popular with the rest of the police force, either, and of course there wasn’t enough evidence to pursue it. But it made sense to me.”

“And what about now? Is my mother supposed to have taken Tara and cut off her hand, too? Just hopped out of her deathbed for one last go-around with the saw?”

“Unlikely,” Stu admitted. “I’m guessing it was a copycat. Or maybe Vera had an accomplice? Someone who was in on her secrets. Or maybe it’s just some random sicko drawn out of the woodwork by the news that Neptune’s last victim is alive. I don’t know. Your guess is as good as mine. I’m afraid I’m more of a boatbuilder than a detective these days.” There was a little twitch at the corner of his mouth.

Reggie’s head began to pound as all the new information flooded in, swirling around in her brain like a logarithmic spiral. And there, at the center, was the one thing she felt certain of, held to like clinging to a rock in a storm: Stu Berr was wrong.

 

AN HOUR LATER, REGGIE sat in her truck down the street from Stu’s house, waiting for him to leave, hoping he hadn’t been telling a story about going down to do some painting on his boat today. The bag from her quick trip to the Super Stop & Shop was on the seat beside her. She wasn’t sure if Stu still kept a key behind the street number plaque, or what she would do if he didn’t (break a window in the back maybe?), but she had to get into that house. She wasn’t sure just what she hoped to find—Tara bound and gagged in the basement? Not likely. No, if Stu was Neptune and did have Tara, he’d have her more carefully hidden, not in a quiet residential neighborhood.

In spite of her best intentions, Stu’s theory worked its way into her brain like a parasitic worm. Once there, it got its hooks in and held tight. She was sure—no, positive—that he was wrong. Vera was not a killer.

But what if . . .

She pushed the thought away, went back to watching the house. The curtains were closed now.

She eyed her cell phone, thrown on the passenger seat, then picked it up and dialed the number for Monique’s Wish. Reggie spoke to the answering machine until Lorraine picked up.

“I’m here,” Lorraine answered, sounding a little flustered.

“Listen,” Reggie said. “Do you remember—was Mom gone when each of the women Neptune killed first disappeared?”

She could hear her aunt breathing, but she didn’t answer. At last Lorraine said, “Regina, what’s this about?”

“Nothing, probably.” Reggie bit her lip, feeling like an idiot.

Across the street, Stu Berr emerged, duffel bag in hand. Reggie sank down in her seat. “I gotta go,” she said to Lorraine.

Stu got into his truck and pulled away. Reggie waited a good ten minutes, just to make sure he hadn’t forgotten something and decided to double back. Then she slung her messenger bag over her shoulder, grabbed the plastic grocery bag, and headed for the front door. She turned the plaque on the siding, and there, just where she remembered its being all those years ago, was the key.

Bingo.

She replaced the numbers and unlocked the door. Then, before opening it, she reached into her grocery bag and unwrapped one of the two T-bone steaks she’d bought. Gingerly, she pushed the door open.

“Here, Duke,” she called, voice wavering. “Here, boy!” Cold sweat beaded between her shoulder blades. Her scar tissue tingled. As she heard his toenails clicking against the floor, she imagined the three-headed beast, guardian of the underworld, coming for her.

Duke (with only one head—thank God) came trotting over, gave her a warning growl. She held the door open for him and tossed the steak into the driveway.

He hesitated a moment, glancing from her to the meat.

“Good boy, go ahead. It’s for you.”

He licked his lips nervously.

“Go on,” she said, gesturing to the driveway.

At last his desire for meat overpowered his guard-dog self and he trotted into the driveway, pouncing on the steak. Reggie slipped into the house, locking the door behind her. She left the second steak by the front door to use for her escape.

Stu had tidied the kitchen, washed out the coffeepot and cups. The place smelled like bleach. Too clean.

She went back into the living room, saw the neat bookshelves with old encyclopedias, sportsman’s guides to hunting and fishing, boatbuilding books, some marine biology textbooks that must have been Charlie’s. Her eye caught on the old photo of Stu with his buddies in Vietnam, all in uniform, raising tin cups in a toast, an ambulance behind them. “Holy shit,” she mumbled, another piece of the puzzle coming together. She’d forgotten he’d been a medic in the army—that’s where he’d had the medical training, where he learned about tourniquets and pressure dressings. And didn’t they sometimes have to do amputations right on the battlefield to save soldiers? Reggie was sure she’d read that in a book about the Civil War, so maybe it was true for Vietnam, too.

Reggie hurried down the hall to Stu’s bedroom. It contained a double bed—carefully made with a dark spread on top, a bureau, a wooden chest, and a walk-in closet. The wooden chest contained extra sheets and blankets. In the bureau she found the usual—socks and boxer shorts in the top drawer, T-shirts in the second, a few pairs of jeans in the bottom. While rummaging around in the drawer with the jeans, she felt something cold and metallic. Even before lifting it from its hiding place, she knew what it was: a gun. Some kind of automatic pistol. Reggie didn’t know enough about guns to identify it beyond that. She tucked it back right where she’d found it, between two pairs of pants.

No big deal, she told herself. Lots of people keep handguns in the house, especially ex-cops. Still, it made her shiver. But this was no proof. Neptune wasn’t a shooter. What she needed to find was surgical tools, bandages, a fine-toothed saw for cutting bone.

She reminded herself she had to hurry. Who knew how long it would be before Duke dropped his steak bone and started barking to alert the entire neighborhood that there was an intruder in his house. She checked the closet and found neatly pressed shirts and pants hanging. She felt along the top shelf and found only a few mothballs.

Charlie’s old bedroom was across the hall from his father’s. It was empty now, except for a twin bed, neatly made, and an empty chest of drawers. There was nothing in the closet, no homey artwork on the walls. It felt abandoned.

She walked across the hall to Stu’s office, the heels of her boots clicking on the hardwood floor. Back when Charlie was living at home, Stu had kept his office locked. Now, Reggie was happy to discover, he didn’t bother. The old hasp was still bolted to the outside of the door, but there was no heavy padlock in place.

What she saw when she stepped into the room sucked the breath from her chest, as if she’d stepped into some kind of vacuum chamber.

The room was cluttered and chaotic, the walls, desk, and floor covered with notes, photos, police reports, and newspaper clippings on the Neptune case.

“Son of a bitch,” she murmured.

It was like going back in time.

Pinned to the wall were police photographs of each hand inside each milk carton, and of the three victims as they were found: Ann Stickney on the town green, Candace Jacques at the base of the Knowledge statue in front of the library, Andrea McFerlin sprawled in the fountain at King Philip Park. Each woman was naked, left in a strange, contorted-looking pose, each with a big white paw of bandages covering the place where her right hand had been.

Reggie felt stomach acid burning its way up into her throat. She swallowed hard, trying to keep it down. It was one thing to read about the bodies, to hear it talked about in the news, and to imagine what they might have looked like. But actually seeing them—noticing little details like the C-section scar on Andrea McFerlin’s stretch-mark-covered abdomen; Candace’s Jacques torn earlobe from Neptune’s ripping at her earring during their struggle; the waxy, dappled light that made Ann Stickney’s body seem almost blue-ish—brought the killings to life in a whole new, sickening way. These were real women, not just names on the news. She’d known that before, yes, but never truly understood it till now.

And there, in the last photo on the right, was her mother’s right hand inside the milk carton, the scar tissue looking like plastic, like maybe the hand had been made of modeling clay—something from a Hollywood special effects department. But it was Vera’s hand, no doubt. And even now, the finger was stuck pointing in Reggie’s direction.

Reggie’s legs turned to jelly and she grabbed the edge of Stu’s desk, lowering herself into his padded office chair. She took a few calming breaths, then flipped on Stu’s computer, but it was password protected. She tried neptune, duke, yogi, and charlie and then was officially out of ideas, so she turned if back off. There was an avalanche of papers and file folders covering the top of the desk and spilling over onto the floor. A lot of them had names of the victims and suspects written across the tab: ANN STICKNEY, ANDREA MCFERLIN, CANDACE JACQUES, JAMES JACOVICH, SAL ROSSI, WAYNE ABBOTT. And there, on the top of the pile was a file marked VERA DUFRANE. There was a note paper clipped to it. Reggie picked up the file and read the note:


10/18/10




Detective Berr,




I doubt if you remember me—my name is Tara Dickenson, we met years ago. I’m an old friend of Charlie’s. I work as a nurse and was recently hired to care for Vera Dufrane. Vera said something last night, something that I was hoping you might help me make sense of. My cell is 860-318-1522. Please call as soon as you get this. I’d like to meet today, if possible.

—Tara



“So this is how you got her,” Reggie said. He’d just called the number, arranged a meeting, and grabbed her. This was the evidence Reggie had been searching for. She’d go straight to the police. But she had to be careful, didn’t she? They were all friends of Stu’s. Maybe she should go to the state police? Or call the FBI even.

She checked her watch. Less than two hours until Len arrived. He could go with her. She could do this with his help.

Reggie flipped open her mother’s file. Inside was a mug shot and arrest report dated December 3, 1976. The charges were driving under the influence and assaulting a police officer. According to the report, when she was pulled over, she lashed out at the officer with her car keys, catching him in the cheek. He needed three stitches. She had to do six months of community service. There was a second arrest report and mug shot, this one dated April 25, 1981. According to the report, Vera was brought in after agreeing to have sex with an undercover officer for $100. Reggie looked down at her mother’s disheveled wardrobe, the smudged mascara around her eyes making her look like an exhausted raccoon. Why would she do it? What could she have needed a hundred bucks for that badly?

Reggie’s head felt as if it were in a vise, being tightened at the temples.

Flipping through Vera’s file, Reggie found notes Stu Berr had taken after an interview with Vera on June 15, 1985:


Ms. Dufrane admits to knowing the most recent victim, Candace Jacques. When asked the nature of their relationship, Ms. Dufrane stated that Ms. Jacques “was someone I know from the bars. We go way back.” Ms. Dufrane denies having any animosity toward Ms. Jacques, in spite of the fact that James “Rabbit” Jacovich left her to be with Ms. Jacques. “She can have him,” Ms. Dufrane stated.



Stu asked her where she’d been when Candace disappeared and she couldn’t recall. She denied knowing Andrea McFerlin, but admitted to having a relationship with Sal Rossi, whom Andrea was involved with at the time of her death.

Reggie’s eyes jumped ahead a few paragraphs to where she saw her own name:


Ms. Dufrane has one child, Regina Dufrane, age 13. Regina lives in the family home, Monique’s Wish, with Vera’s older sister, Lorraine Dufrane, as her primary caregiver. When questioned about the identity of Regina’s father, Ms. Dufrane laughed and muttered something unintelligible, then recited lines from a child’s nursery rhyme:




“Georgie, Porgie, pudding and pie,

Kissed the girls and made them cry,

When the boys came out to play,

Georgie Porgie ran away.”




Of note, Ms. Dufrane was clearly under the influence of alcohol during this interview and I believe this may have colored some of her answers.




Chapter 37

June 23, 1985

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

“THE KILLER COMES HERE,” Tara said as soon as they walked through the door of Reuben’s.

Reggie followed Sid, Charlie, and Tara in a daze. She hadn’t wanted to come, wanted to be back in her room, hiding under her grandmother’s quilt, but Tara had talked her into it.

“This is the last night, Reg,” she’d said into the phone, voice tinged with desperation. “Our last chance to find your mother. If we don’t save her—” Tara didn’t let herself finish, just left the words hanging, letting Reggie do her own gruesome fill-in-the-blanks. “So, here’s the plan,” Tara continued. “You’re gonna get your ass out of bed and get dressed. We’ll pick you up in half an hour, take a ride over to Reuben’s.” Reggie hadn’t said anything about her talk with George or her visit with Bo Berr, but the events of the day before were eating away at her, pulsating, like the pain in the leg Tara had cut.

“How do you know Neptune comes here?” Charlie asked.

“They told me—Andrea, Candy, and Ann. They say we’re on the right track. Their voices are coming in loud and strong. They’re here with us now.” She licked her lips. Tara looked paler than usual, like a girl made of paper.

“Give me a break,” Charlie said.

“Chill out, cuz,” Sid said, putting a hand on Charlie’s shoulder. “Let our black magic woman do her thing.”

Charlie shrugged Sid’s hand off and looked back at the door, like he was considering bolting. His eyes were furious. Then he looked back at Tara and seemed to calm down, deciding to stay put for the time being.

Reuben’s was about half the size of Runway 36, and as Sid explained, the big draw wasn’t the atmosphere but the food. Reuben’s didn’t have a pool table, jukebox, or neon beer signs. The walls were covered in cheap faux wood paneling with photos, newspaper clippings, and postcards tacked to it. There was a bar with worn stools and a dozen wooden tables with mismatched chairs. In the corner, by the hallway that led to the bathrooms, was a Ms. Pac-Man machine. Lively accordion music drifted from the kitchen along with wonderful, spicy smells. A chalkboard behind the bar listed drink specials and a simple menu: gumbo, jambalaya, red beans and rice, and a Cajun burger. Underneath, in small letters, someone had added: FORTUNES TOLD, $5. ASK AT BAR.

“How’s your leg?” Tara whispered.

Reggie shrugged.

“I did the inside of my arm just before Sid picked me up.” Tara breathed. “I’ll show you later.” Reggie let go of Tara’s hand.

Sid nodded at the bartender, a tall man with light brown skin and pale eyes, and headed for a corner table. When they got to the table, Tara sat next to him. She was wearing a black long-sleeved leotard and tights with jeans that were more hole than fabric. Charlie had on his Sticky Fingers shirt with a Levi’s jacket on top of it.

Reggie surveyed the room. The dinner crowd hadn’t arrived yet. There was a couple eating at a table near the door, speaking in hushed tones between bites. Two people were seated at opposite ends of the bar: an old woman in a fuchsia coat with a poodle on her lap and a chunky bald man who was dressed in a black vinyl suit, complete with a long vinyl trench coat. Reggie could see that the guy was perspiring horribly, red in the face. The top of his head glistened. He was drumming his fingers on the bar. On each of his fingers was at least one ring.

“Get a load of Vinyl Man over there,” Charlie whispered.

Tara rolled her eyes. “It takes all kinds,” she said, pulling a pack of cigarettes from her ratty purse. Sid lit her cigarette for her. He’d cleaned himself up, shaved, moussed his hair into place, put on black jeans and a black blazer over a Zig-Zag Rolling Papers T-shirt.

The man from behind the bar came over to their table.

“What can I do for you folks tonight?” Reggie couldn’t place his accent. It was lilting. Musical. His skin was smooth and mocha colored, his eyes a startling pale blue that reminded Reggie of aquamarine. The bartender had a leather string tied around his neck, with what appeared to be a chicken foot tied at the end. Reggie couldn’t take her eyes off the foot, the reptilian toes dry and curled.

“A Bud and a Cajun burger—rare,” Sid said.

“And for the lady?” he asked, nodding in Tara’s direction

Tara smiled. Licked her lips. “I’ll have a Long Island iced tea, please.”

The bartender laughed. “You expect me to believe you’re twenty-one?”

“I look young for my age,” Tara said.

The man stared at her, then looked at the rest of them. “How about a pitcher of soda?”

“Coke, please,” Charlie said. “And I’d like a Cajun burger, too.”

“I’ll take the gumbo,” Tara said, sinking back into her chair and playing with a chunk of hair.

“Good choice, miss.” The man smiled. “It’s the house specialty.”

“And for you, miss?” he asked, looking at Reggie.

“I’m not really—” Reggie started to say.

“She’ll take the gumbo,” Tara interrupted.

The bartender turned and headed back behind the bar and through the swinging doors into the kitchen.

Reggie went back to scanning the bar like she was waiting for the old woman or Vinyl Man to do something unusual that she didn’t want to miss. Exchange some secret look, a few words, a kiss maybe. You never knew what might happen.

“So what do you think?” Charlie asked, his voice breathy and light. “Is that guy Reuben? Should we ask him about Vera?”

Vera. New York Vera. Aphrodite Cold Cream, gonna-be-a-star Vera.

Vera the whore.

“I’m pretty sure that’s Reuben,” Sid said. “I guess his mom does most of the cooking. She grew up in Louisiana. Out on the bayou or whatever. They say she practices voodoo—you know, dolls and dead chickens and shit like that. Did you catch the foot around Reuben’s neck? Pretty fucked up, huh?”

“Like I said before, it takes all kinds,” Tara said. “Want a cigarette, Reggie?”

Reggie shook her head.

Sid reached for the pack and lit one. “You smoke like a movie star,” Sid said to Tara.

“Thank you, darling,” Tara said, blowing smoke into Sid’s face. She reached for her lighter and started flicking it over and over, making sparks.

“What’d you do yesterday, Reg?” Charlie asked.

I let Tara slice my leg open with a razor. Then I went and saw your uncle and asked him if he was my father. I found out my mother was a whore.

“Nothing,” Reggie said, sinking lower into her seat, wishing she were anywhere but here.

What if Bo had lied? Said all that stuff just to cover up the truth—that he really was Reggie’s dad? The thought made her sick. She looked up at Charlie, whom she’d been in love with since first grade. Was it really possible that he could be her cousin?

Reggie’s head began to pound.

“You okay?” Tara asked, rubbing Reggie’s shin with the toe of her boot under the table.

“Fine,” Reggie said, swallowing hard.

The bartender returned with their drinks, and when Sid asked, he confirmed that yes, he was Reuben, proprietor of the place since 1976.

“Pleased to make your acquaintance, Reuben,” Tara held out her hand demurely. The tall man took it, gave it a slight squeeze.

“I wonder if you can help us. See, my friend Reggie here is Vera Dufrane’s daughter. We heard Vera spends a lot of time here.”

“Can’t say I know her,” Reuben said. The guy was poker-faced.

“Really?” Tara asked.

“Can’t say as I recall anyone with that name,” Rueben said.

“She’s about five five, platinum blond hair, wears a lot of makeup,” Charlie said, trying to sound like his dad. “She’s an actress. And a model.”

Did you know I was the Aphrodite Cold Cream girl?

Want to see a trick? Buy me a drink and I’ll show you.

Reuben shook his head. “Not ringing any bells. Your food’ll be out in no time,” Reuben said before heading back to the bar. He refilled Vinyl Man’s glass and said something that made the large man turn on his stool and look toward their table. His eyes were too small for his broad, flat face. His wet skin shimmered under the lights above the bar.

Reggie, feeling self-conscious, turned to Charlie, whispered, “I don’t like it in here. I want to go home.”

Charlie nodded. “I know. I don’t like it either. But let’s just stay and eat, huh?” He moved closer to her, put his arm around her. It made her feel all glowing and warm, but then she realized he was just doing it because Tara had snuggled up next to Sid.

“This is all so fucked up,” Reggie said, meaning all of it: her mother being gone, everything she’d found out today, the way Charlie had cozied up beside her in a sad attempt to make Tara jealous, the fact that she’d let Tara slice her with a razor blade yesterday.

“Welcome to the world, Baby-O,” Tara said, playing with her hourglass necklace.

“I don’t know why we even came here,” Charlie said. “It’s obviously a big waste of time. This Reuben guy doesn’t even know Vera.”

“Oh God, he’s obviously lying,” Tara said.

“Did the dead ladies tell you that, too?” Charlie snapped.

“No,” Tara said. “I could just tell.”

“I agree with Tara,” Sid said.

“Of course you do,” Charlie said bitterly.

“I’m gonna go to the bathroom,” Reggie said, standing. Her knees felt strange and rubbery. The cut on her leg stung horribly.

“Want me to go with you?” Tara asked.

Christ, what was she? Six? Did Reggie really seem that pathetic to her friends?

“No thanks. I’m fine.”

“You sure?” Tara asked, opening her purse just a little with her right hand, giving Reggie a peek at the little silver box with the razor blade inside.

Tara was taking things to a new level, inviting her to indulge in their secret pastime in a public place, showing the wrapped-up razor blade right in front of the boys, who were oblivious. Reggie’s skin itched as she looked down at the blade. She felt the secret between them beating, throbbing like a toothache. It gave her a thrill but made her feel slightly ruined, like a bright, shiny apple with a rotten spot no one could see.

“No thanks,” Reggie said again as she turned away from Tara’s disappointed face.

On her way past the bar, Reggie peered back into the kitchen through the windows on the swinging doors. She saw Reuben standing at a counter, laying out a whole plucked chicken. Reuben caught Reggie watching, gave a long, slow smile, then raised a huge cleaver and brought it down, expertly slicing the bird in half along the breastbone, with one quick stroke.


Chapter 38

October 23, 2010

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

“WHERE’S GEORGE?” REGGIE ASKED Lorraine. She’d found her aunt in the upstairs bathroom, rinsing out Vera’s bedpan. Reggie stood in the doorway, her messenger bag strapped across her chest, Stu Berr’s file on Vera and Tara’s note to him inside.

On the drive home, everything made sense: the way George was always there for her, giving her gifts, buying her school supplies. Her mother had always said she and George had been involved once. Maybe Lorraine didn’t know.

“I think he’s working from his office at home today. He said something about driving down to the warehouse in Brattleboro, but I’m not sure if that’s later today or tomorrow.”

“Lorraine, can you give me a minute alone with Mom?”

Her aunt eyed her skeptically. “Of course. I’ve just given her an Ativan. She might be dozy.”

Reggie found her mother cocooned in sheets and blankets, her face pale as a moth. Reggie thought of what Stu had said earlier and tried to imagine Vera a killer. She nearly laughed out loud.

“Hey you,” Reggie said, carefully sitting at the edge of the bed, reaching out to touch her mother’s shoulder.

“Hay is for horses,” Vera said.

Reggie smiled. “Mares eat oats and does eat oats—”

“And little lambs eat ivy,” Vera finished.

“Mom?”

Vera looked up at her, eyes half open.

“What can you tell me about Stu Berr?”

Vera smiled and started to sing, “If you go out in the woods today, you’re in for a big surprise. If you go out in the woods today, you better go in disguise. For every bear that ever there was, will gather there for certain because, today’s the day the teddy bears have their piiiic-nic.”

Reggie leaned down and whispered in her mother’s ear. “Is Stu Berr Neptune?”

Vera laughed.

“Can you tell me, Mom?”

Vera closed her eyes, started to drift off.

“I have one more rhyme,” Reggie said as she stroked her mother’s cheek, which felt dry and papery. “Georgie porgie, pudding and pie,” she said.

Vera’s eyes opened, but she did not speak.

“Kissed the girls,” said Reggie.

“And made them cry,” her mother said.

“I remember, Mom. Everything you used to say about George. How he loved you, but couldn’t have you. I remember how you used to talk about George and his ducks, you’d tease him all the time, said it wasn’t natural, a grown man spending all his time making those damn wooden ducks.”

Vera smiled. Her lips were dry and chapped.

“Then you asked him once, you said, ‘How come you’ve never made one of those ducks for me, George?’ So a few days later, he gave you a box and you opened it and pulled out this tiny, beautiful carved wooden swan. ‘This isn’t like any duck I’ve ever seen,’ you told him. And he said, ‘Yes it is. It’s the ugly duckling. All her life she thinks she doesn’t fit in; then she grows up and sees that she’s really a beautiful swan.’ ”

Reggie had tears in her eyes as she told this story, remembering the way George had looked at her mother, the way she held the swan so delicately, like it was made of glass. The little wooden swan Reggie had tucked into her memory box all those year ago, after her mother was pronounced dead by the rest of the world.

“George is my father, isn’t he?”

Vera looked down into her sheets like the answer might be there.

“Please, Mom,” Reggie pleaded.

“I’m cold,” Vera said.

“I’ll get you another blanket,” Reggie said, going to the closet.

“If it’s cold here, it’s hot in Argentina,” Vera said.

“Well,” said Reggie, layering another blanket on top of her mother, “I don’t think we’ll be going there any time soon.”

“Oh it’s not far,” Vera said, closing her eyes. “Eva Perón lives there. And they grow the most wonderful pears.”

“Lovely,” Reggie said, tucking in the edges of the blanket, watching her mother drift away.

 

REGGIE SNEAKED OUT OF the room and across the hall to her bedroom. She took the memory box down from the closet and pulled out the wooden swan, George’s gift to Vera. She ran her fingers over the delicate cross-hatching of feathers, the smooth curve of its long neck. The swan was carved from a softwood—pine, she guessed. Reggie tucked the swan carefully into her messenger bag. She only hoped the papers she had inside would be enough to save Tara. It was the final day and time was running out. She checked her watch for the thousandth time. One hour until Len was due to arrive. Should she wait and go to the station with him? She took out her cell and dialed his number, but it went right to voice mail.

“It’s me,” she said. “Just wondering about your ETA. Call me when you get to town and I’ll give you proper directions.”

He could be anywhere. And every second counted. The sooner she got her information to the police, the greater the chance of finding Tara alive. And if they didn’t believe her, refused to even listen, then she’d call Charlie and find out where Stu kept his boat. She and Len would head down to the shore, find Stu, and tail him until he led them to Tara. It wasn’t the greatest plan, but it was better than nothing.

She tucked the phone into her bag as a chill washed over her, a cool breeze blowing through the window she’d left cracked open. She closed it. Her screwdriver was still sitting on the windowsill. She dropped it into her messenger bag. She’d put it back in the toolbox when she got down to her truck.

“Everything okay?” Lorraine asked when Reggie walked downstairs and into the kitchen.

“Fine. Mom’s sleeping.”

“I think I’ll fix us all some lunch,” Lorraine said.

“None for me, thanks,” Reggie said. “I need to run out and do a couple of things.”

“Surely you have time for a bite to eat.”

Reggie shook her head. “Maybe when I get back.”

Reggie’s cell phone rang. She recognized the Massachusetts area code and answered.

“Hello?”

“Miss Dufrane. This is Sister Dolores of Our House in Worcester. I hear you’ve been trying to reach me.” Her voice was low and quiet, with a slight rasp to it.

“Yes,” Reggie said. “Thanks so much for getting back to me.”

“How is your mother?” Sister Dolores asked.

“She’s doing all right. As all right as can be expected. She’s talked about you quite a bit since coming home. She seems to think very highly of you. I wanted to thank you. For being there for her when we couldn’t.”

“Mmm,” Sister Dolores said understandingly. “I’ve been praying for her. You tell her that, will you?”

“I will. Sister, I was wondering if there was anything more you could tell me about my mother.”

“Such as?”

“How she came to be with you. If she ever said anything about her background.”

Sister Dolores was silent for a few seconds. “Miss Dufrane,” she said at last. “I run a one-hundred-bed facility. I’ve been doing this for over twenty years now. I’ve learned not to pry into people’s business. The people we serve, they haven’t had the happiest lives. If they want me to know what brought them to Our House, they’ll tell me in good time.”

“My mother was there on and off for two years, right? And she obviously thought the world of you. She must have said something.”

“Oh, sure, she said lots of things. She told us her name was Ivana. That she’d been an actress.”

“She never said anything about how she lost her hand? About Neptune?”

“Nothing. Just like I told the detective who showed up here—she never said much about where she’d come from. It was like she’d dropped out of the sky.”

“A detective from Brighton Falls?” Reggie asked. “A young man? Edward Levi?”

“No, no. This was an older man. Very pleasant. I’m afraid I couldn’t help him at all, but he didn’t seem to mind, even after driving all that way. Detective Berr, that was his name. I imagine you must know him?”

“Yes,” Reggie managed to say through a tight throat.

“Awfully nice fellow. I wish I could have told him more.”


Chapter 39

June 23, 1985

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

CHARLIE WAS WAITING FOR Reggie in the hallway outside the women’s room door, studying the postcards and snapshots on the walls.

Hello from Reno. Get Your Kicks on Route 66. Greetings from the Roadkill Cafe.

Reggie nearly ran into him.

“What’s up?” she asked.

“I was hoping you’d talk to Tara. Tell her to slow it down with Sid.”

Reggie looked behind Charlie, out to the back table where Sid and Tara were making out. Tara was practically sitting in his lap and kissing him. Sid was licking at her mouth like an overly friendly dog. It turned Reggie’s stomach, but she couldn’t stop watching.

“Why should I?”

Sid was groping at Tara’s breast now, and Tara pushed his hand away, said something that made him laugh. Then they went back to kissing.

Charlie looked furious and desperate. “Because. He’s no good for her and you know it.”

“Maybe that’s what she wants,” Reggie said. “Someone who thinks he’s as badass as she wants to be.”

“But Tara’s not really like that,” Charlie whined. “I think she’s really pretty normal. All the fucked-up girl, psychic stuff . . . it’s just acting.”

Reggie was so sick of it all. The things people knew (or thought they knew) about other people. Maybe everyone had a secret life, not just Vera. She suddenly hated all of it. She wanted people to be as see-through as fish tanks, no more murkiness, no misdirection. No lies and bullshit. No secret rooms or lies about being the star of some goddamn play that didn’t even exist.

Most of all, right now, she was sick of the fact that somehow the whole world seemed to be revolving around Tara and her moods and predictions—never mind the fact that her own mother was being held prisoner by a psycho murderer.

“Tara cuts herself, you know,” Reggie said, her voice laced with a venom she hadn’t expected.

“Huh?”

“And burns herself with a lighter. Her arms and legs are a mess of scars. She’s way more fucked up than you think.”

And I am too, she thought.

He stared at her blankly, and she continued. “Trust me, Charlie, she’s not into you. And there’s not a damn thing you can do to change it.”

His eyes blazed. “You don’t know that,” he said. He started to walk away, but Reggie caught him by the arm.

“Charlie”—her voice was soft and pleading as she gently gripped his arm—“I’m sorry.”

Charlie looked at Reggie and opened his mouth to say something, then seemed to think better of it. He shook her off with a disgusted sigh and hurried back to the table.

Fuck. Now she’d done it. Maybe it was something she’d inherited from her mother—this unique ability to be able to completely screw over the people you care most about.

 

REGGIE PICKED AT HER gumbo, half listening to the ridiculous conversation Sid and Tara were having. All she wanted in the world was to get out of there, go home, put a pillow over her head, and stay there for days. She wouldn’t get up tomorrow because she knew what would happen when she did: she’d turn on the news and hear that her mother’s body had been found. Cops, reporters, and people from town would gather around Vera’s naked body, shaking their heads, clicking their tongues.

Too bad, too bad. Such a shame. Such a pretty woman.

Did you know she was the Aphrodite Cold Cream girl?

Reggie’s solution, pathetic as it was, was to stay locked in her room, buried in her covers, doing her own version of the little kid’s trick of “If I can’t see you, then you can’t see me.”

“I didn’t say all sausage, just some sausage,” Sid said. “There’s different kinds, you know.”

Charlie threw his cousin a furious glance.

Tara laughed. “I’m thinking little breakfast link, here.”

“Not hardly,” Sid said. “We’re talking King of the Kielbasa.”

Tara snorted. “Eew! I hate kielbasa!”

Sid leaned in and whispered something and Tara snorted again. “Just leave off the sauerkraut,” she guffawed.

Jesus. Didn’t these people get it? Her mother was in some torture chamber with a serial killer, probably eating her last meal of lobster at this very minute. Reggie stirred her gumbo, found a shrimp, and dropped the spoon, disgusted.

She heard her mother’s voice: It’s all about connections. There’s a big web linking all of us together—you and me and the president and the guy who build the goddamn atom bomb. Don’t you feel it?

“Hello? Anybody home there?” Charlie asked, obviously irritated.

“Mmm?” Reggie murmured.

“I asked if you were ready to get out of here,” Charlie said.

“Definitely,” Reggie said, pushing her bowl of gumbo away.

“I don’t think she wants to leave yet,” Tara said, clamping a hand down on Reggie’s arm. “Do you, Reggie?”

Charlie glared at her. “Why is it you always have to be the expert on everything?” he asked. “Now you’re the freaking expert on Reggie?”

“I never said I was an expert,” Tara shot back. “I just thought—”

“Maybe it’s time you start keeping all your goddamned thoughts to yourself. ’Cause I, for one, am really sick and tired of hearing them all the time.”

“Relax, dude,” Sid said.

“Don’t fucking tell me to relax!” Charlie snarled. He was shouting now, and several of the other diners had turned to look their way. “You’re so relaxed you can’t see the road in front of you half the time. And you’re so clueless you think you’ve got yourself a nice piece of ass there, but you have no idea how totally screwed up she is.”

“That’s enough,” Sid said, standing.

“Why don’t you show us your arms, Tara?” Charlie said, standing now, hovering over her. Charlie was breathing hard, almost wheezing.

Tara stared up at him in disbelief. Then she turned and looked at Reggie, dark eyes smoldering, their message clear: you betrayed me.

Reggie held her breath, waited for Tara to turn the tables and tell them all the truth about Reggie: while we’re at it, why don’t we look at Reggie’s legs, too? But she stayed silent, glaring. This was worse than Reggie’s having her secret revealed. It was like having her heart doused in ice water.

Charlie reached for Tara’s sleeve, and she flinched. Sid grabbed Charlie’s wrist, holding it tight. He knocked a glass from the table and it shattered on the floor.

“Problem here, kids?” Reuben asked. He’d moved in swiftly and was now right behind Sid.

“Nah,” Sid said, dropping Charlie’s arm and sitting back down. “No problem at all, right, cuz?”

Charlie sat, too, pulling his hand away from Tara’s arm. He was breathing like a steam train.

“Glad to hear it.” Reuben nodded. “Why don’t you all just finish up your dinners and go on home, then?” He studied them a minute, then turned and walked back to the bar.

“Let’s get out of here,” Sid said, standing and throwing money to cover the bill down on the table.

No one else moved. Tara was glaring at Reggie. Charlie was glaring at Tara. And Reggie was looking at the shards of glass and melting ice cubes on the floor.

“Come on,” Sid said. “Before they kick our asses out.” Reggie stood and Tara and Charlie followed.

 

THE LIGHTS IN THE parking lot were out. They stood a second, letting their eyes adjust, then moved toward Sid’s car.

“Well, I don’t think I’ll be showing my face in there any time soon,” said Sid.

“It’s your fault,” Tara snapped at Charlie. “If you hadn’t made such a damn scene in there—”

“Oh sure,” Charlie said. “Blame me. You’ve been slicing and dicing yourself, breaking into dead ladies’ apartments, and now you’re turning into this complete slut. You’re not psychic, Tara. You’re psycho!”

Sid lunged forward, grabbed Charlie’s T-shirt, and put his face right in front of Charlie’s. “That’s enough, Charlie.”

Charlie pushed at Sid’s chest with both hands, sending the older boy toppling backward onto the asphalt.

“Jesus!” Sid yelped, starting to get himself back up off the ground. Charlie lunged at him, and they both went down, rolling around. Sid struggled to get Charlie off him and to duck the hits and kicks.

Tara raced forward, grabbing the back of Charlie’s shirt. “Get off him!” she yelled. Charlie swung back, and Tara lost her balance, falling onto the parking lot. “Asshole!” she yelped. Reggie went to help her up, and Tara jerked away from Reggie. “What the fuck did you do?” she asked. “What did you say to him?”

“I’m sorry,” Reggie said.

Tara shook her head violently. “You’ve ruined everything!” she hissed.

Sid and Charlie were up again, holding on to each other. Charlie was smaller than Sid, but his movements seemed more careful, more directed than Sid’s, who moved like a slow, gangly scarecrow.

Charlie grabbed Sid’s throat, and Sid was trying to pry Charlie’s fingers off.

Tara jumped up and clawed at Charlie’s arms. “Let him go!” She was standing sideways, up against Sid, her left leg behind him.

Reggie stood paralyzed, knowing she should do something, but unsure what it should be. Sid was making horrible choking sounds. Reggie approached Charlie, saw that his arms were bleeding from the scratches Tara was giving him. “Please, Charlie,” Reggie said. “This isn’t who you are.”

Charlie looked at his own hands wrapped around Sid’s neck in disbelief, like they weren’t his at all, then let go. Sid gasped for breath, hands clutching at his crushed throat.

Reggie leaned toward Charlie, touched his bleeding arm. “It’s all my fault,” she said. “I shouldn’t have said those things about Tara. I was just mad . . . jealous, and I . . .” She stumbled over words and knew that if she didn’t say it now, she never would.

I love you.

She screamed the words inside her head, but when she opened her mouth, the only thing that came out was a pathetic “I’m sorry.”

“Get away from me!” Charlie yelled, shaking her off. “All of you! Everyone just leave me alone.”

They all stood frozen, wide-eyed.

“Get the fuck out of here,” Charlie hissed, lunging forward one more time, pushing Sid with both hands. Sid’s feet caught on Tara’s leg, and he flipped backward, legs flying up, head hitting the pavement with a sickening crack.

For a second, no one moved. Time stopped, and Reggie felt herself slip away and view the scene as if she were looking down at a photograph. There was Charlie, arms in front of him like Frankenstein’s monster; Tara stood sideways, the left leg Sid had fallen over planted firmly against the pavement; and Reggie’s eyes were on Charlie as she wished she could take it all back.

“Sid?” Tara called. “Oh Jesus, Sid?” She went down on all fours to check on him.

Charlie nervously shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “He’s okay,” Charlie said.

Tara looked up. “No! He’s not fucking okay. His head’s hurt. There’s a lot of blood.”

“He’ll get up in a second,” Charlie said. “He’s just stunned.”

Reggie got down and studied Sid’s crumpled body in the dim light. His eyes were open and a dark pool of blood surrounded his head. Reggie put her hand in front of Sid’s nose and mouth. “Guys, I don’t think he’s breathing at all. I think he’s hurt bad.” Her voice rose in pitch.

She had done this. Her love for Charlie, her jealousy. If she hadn’t said those things to him, he and Sid wouldn’t have fought. Sid wouldn’t be lying here on the asphalt.

The rotten spot deep inside her was spreading.

“He’s dead!” moaned Tara, looking up at Charlie. “He’s fucking dead and you killed him!”

“Shut the fuck up!” Charlie yelled. He was rocking. “I thought—oh, shit! It was an accident!” He came over, kicked at Sid’s body. “Get up!” he yelled.

“We’ve gotta get help,” Reggie said, standing, backing up slowly, moving toward the front door of Reuben’s.

“No,” Tara said, jumping up and grabbing Reggie. She clamped her hand tightly around Reggie’s arm, pulled her back. “It’s too late for that. What we’ve gotta do is get out of here. Now.”

A car turned into the parking lot, its headlights illuminating the whole gruesome scene: Reggie looked down at Sid’s face, pale and stonelike, and saw the lake of blood spreading out behind his head like a halo. The car sat for a few seconds, idling, and with the bright lights in her face, Reggie couldn’t see who was inside.

“Run!” Tara squealed, pulling on Reggie, dragging her away. And Reggie and Charlie ran, following Tara. Reggie turned to look over her shoulder and saw the car back up, turn around, and leave the parking lot, tires squealing.

It was a light-colored sedan with only the driver inside.


Chapter 40

October 23, 2010

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

“REGGIE,” GEORGE SAID WHEN he greeted her at the door. “Everything okay?”

“Can I come in?” she asked.

“Of course.” He stood aside and she stepped in.

“Come on back to my office,” he said, leading the way down the hall.

George sat down behind the heavy wooden desk and Reggie took the upholstered chair across the desk from him. After the chaos of Stu Berr’s office, George’s seemed almost like a monastery. The wood floors were clean and polished, the books in neat rows on the small set of shelves built into the wall. A green banker’s lamp illuminated the desktop, which was empty except for a few invoices George had been going over. The sense of order comforted Reggie, made her believe in a world where things just might turn out okay.

“Your mom all right?” he asked, taking off his glasses and setting them down on the neat desktop. Even his glasses were spare and clean with neat wire rims.

“She’s fine. You know, considering.”

He nodded understandingly. “I’m sorry I haven’t been over much to help out. I’ve been swamped with work. We lost one of our big suppliers, and we’ve run into some snags with the construction on the new Brattleboro warehouse.”

“It’s okay. We’re holding our own, I guess. Look, George, I need a favor.”

“Shoot,” he said.

“I was hoping you’d go to the police station with me.”

“The police station?”

“I think I know who Neptune is. I’ve got evidence, but I’m afraid they won’t believe me. Especially that young cop Levi. I’m going to need all the help I can get. My friend Len is on his way down from Vermont, but I don’t want to wait.”

George’s eyes were huge. “You know who Neptune is?”

Reggie nodded. “What do you know about Stu Berr?”

“The detective?”

“He and my mom were involved in high school,” she said.

“Yes,” George said. “I remember. She also dated his brother Bo. Things got a little messy, as I recall.”

“I think Stu Berr might be Neptune,” Reggie said.

“What?” He pushed forward in his chair, leaning forward, as close to Reggie as he could be with the desk between them.

Reggie reached down into her messenger bag and pulled out the file on Vera, the note from Tara, and showed them to George, filling him in.

“He was the one in the Yankees cap who talked to her in that bar that night. He said he was questioning her, that he thought she might be Neptune.”

“Vera?” George chortled. “That’s crazy!”

Reggie nodded. “I know. I think he was trying to distract me, to throw me off his trail.”

George shook his head. “It’s absurd.”

“What if Stu was the one who promised to marry her? What if he was luring these women away in whatever twisted way he could manage?”

George pushed back, rubbed his face with his hands. “My God,” he said. “Just imagine it. He’d be in the perfect position to commit those crimes and get away with it. He was the detective working the case! No one understood how the hands got left on the steps of the police station without anyone noticing. But everyone was used to seeing Stu Berr come and go.”

Reggie nodded. “I need to go to the police, show them the note from Tara. I’m worried though—the cops there all know Stu. They’ll stand up for him, maybe even refuse to look at evidence.”

“I’ll go with you,” George said. “It may take some convincing, but this is the last day, Reg. If he’s following the same pattern, he’ll kill her tonight, dump her body in the morning.”

Reggie shut her eyes tight, trying to blink away the image of Tara, naked, wrist wrapped in gauze on some early-morning-dew-covered field. “I know. Thanks for offering to go with me. Whatever happens, it’ll be easier with you there.”

“It’s no problem at all.” He stood.

“Wait,” Reggie said. “Before we go, there’s one more thing I need to ask.”

“Okay,” he said, sitting back in his chair. He looked suddenly worried.

Just ask, Reggie told herself. Best to get it over with. To know for sure one way or the other.

“You and my mother were involved once, weren’t you? Before you got together with Lorraine.”

“Reggie.” He sighed. “We’ve been over all of this, haven’t we? And I told you—”

“You told me what you thought I should hear. My whole childhood and adolescence, you worked so hard to protect me from the truth—you and Lorraine created this whole mythical reality about who my mother was and where she went when she wasn’t home. Now I think there are other things you were hiding from me, too.”

“Such as?”

“Are you my father, George?”

His face turned to the side, like the words had slapped him. Recovering, he took in a breath and faced her, but only stared.

“Please, George. No more secrets.”

He nodded wearily. “She never wanted you to know,” he said. “Your mother said I could be as involved in your life as I liked in the role of family friend, but that I mustn’t ever tell you the truth. She thought it was better, I guess, for you to imagine all the people your father might have been than to have all the complications of it being me.”

Reggie bit her lip, remembered the way Vera used to talk about George: calling him a dud, teasing him about his ducks.

“Does Lorraine know?”

“No . . . Well, maybe. I think she suspects, but she’s never asked. She knew about my history with your mother, such as it was.” He looked down at his shoes.

It amazed Reggie—the tangled nest of secrets they’d all been living inside.

Reggie wondered what to say next. She felt a little like she’d been dropped into a bad daytime television movie: daughter realizing the man who’d been a father figure to her was her actual father after all—she could practically hear the cheesy music building to some sort of climax. And here was the part where she was supposed to say something touching, something meaningful; something that would end with the two of them in a tearful embrace.

Her mind went blank, everything spinning too fast to grab hold of any one thought or idea long enough to say it out loud.

George gave her a weak smile and stood up. “We’d better be on our way. Just let me go grab my coat and turn some lights off. Be right back.”

Back to the practical world.

Reggie sank back into her chair. It would be over soon. They just had to make the police check out Stu, go down to his boat. Maybe that’s where he was keeping her.

Reggie tucked the file on Vera and note from Tara back into her bag. There, at the bottom, was George’s swan.

George. Her father, George. It would take some getting used to, yet on some deep level, she knew it to be true. She felt it, a part of him inside her—the logical, practical part. She understood the genetic origin of her love for order, for plans and blueprints, for seeing the beauty and possibility in a single piece of wood.

She ran her fingers over the carved wooden swan, pulled it out of the bag.

It’s the ugly duckling. All her life she compares herself to others, thinks she doesn’t fit in; then she grows up and realizes she’s really a beautiful swan.

It wasn’t just her mother’s story, but Reggie’s as well, wasn’t it?

Reggie turned the bird over in her hand, noticing the fine cross-hatching of feathers. She pictured George bent over his workbench, chisel in hand, paying careful attention to each detail.

But there, in the center of its chest, right over its nonexistent solid-wood heart, was something that didn’t belong.

Not feathers, not a name or initials an artist might leave.

No. There, buried in the pattern of its breast, was a hidden message. A warning. A confession.

A tiny, carved trident.

“Oh shit.” Reggie gulped, the jolt of adrenaline hitting her like a hundred shots of espresso, all her senses on overdrive.

Reggie ran her trembling fingers over the trident, thoughts exploding in her head, one message loud and clear above all others: Run! Get of there, now!

“Ready?”

Reggie jumped. George was standing right behind her in the doorway, a smile on his face. His gaze fell on the swan in her hand and his smile seemed to change, just a bit.

“Sure!” Reggie said, overly chipper. Damn it, she had to get herself under control. “Remember this?” she asked, turning the swan and holding it out, not wanting to draw suspicion. “I think you gave it to Mom once. I just found it in a closet at Monique’s Wish. It’s quite lovely.” She kept her voice as steady as she could and dropped the swan back into her bag.

George nodded, eyes on the bag. “We’ll take the van,” he said calmly.

“I can drive,” Reggie offered, trying to keep the tremble out of her voice.

George pulled the keys out of his pocket and opened the front door.

“Oh no,” he said. “I insist.”


PART THREE


Chapter 41

October 23, 2010

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

GEORGE WHISTLED AS HE drove, both hands clasped safely on the steering wheel of his van. Reggie studied his hands; they were small, dainty almost, with neatly trimmed nails. They looked smooth, nearly hairless, and Reggie was sure they’d be soft to the touch. She’d always pictured Neptune’s hands as being larger, rougher. These were the hands of an artist, a surgeon, and the fact that they looked so harmless disturbed her.

She was still spinning from the shock of it—George, the man who helped her with her algebra, taught her to ride a bike; meek little George with his Uncle Mouse face—he was Neptune. It just didn’t seem possible.

Reggie made herself say the words over in her mind, trying to get them to sink in:

George is my father.

George is Neptune.

Neptune is my father.

She thought back to her astrology chart, the tiny blue trident in the twelfth house, a piece of Neptune tucked away inside her, giving her bad dreams and artistic visions. Now she understood it was so much more than that: half her DNA—the building blocks that made Reggie the person she was—had come from him.

She studied his profile, searching for some familiar piece of herself. Did she have his forehead, his chin?

In addition to her love of plans and order, did she have some small piece of what it took to be a killer buried deep down in her cells?

Reggie rode in the passenger seat, bag on the floor, tucked between her calves. Her stomach cramped and she took in a deep breath, going over her plan. When they got to the police station, she’d go through the motions with George, tell the cops about Stu Berr. Then she’d find an opportunity to get one of them alone, to show them the swan and say that George was really Neptune. She’d be safe with the entire Brighton Falls Police Department there with her. And they’d have their guy, just like that. They’d hold him, question him until he confessed, told them where Tara was. It would work. It had to.

She just had to make sure that if he had any suspicions whatsoever after seeing her with the swan, they were laid to rest. She licked her lips, wished that some of her mother’s acting skills had been passed down to her.

“I still can’t believe it was Stu Berr all along,” Reggie said. “And to think he actually tried to convince me that my mother was Neptune.”

She glanced at George. He had an expression on his face she had never seen, a small smile with mirthless, determined eyes. And she knew he knew.

He’d seen her notice the trident. There was no doubt. And now, she was in deep, deep trouble.

“Your mother,” George said reflectively, “is an extraordinary woman.”

“Mmm-hmm.” Reggie nodded. Her palms were sweating, her heart was beating all the way up into her throat.

She looked around in a panic. He’d turned the other way. They weren’t going downtown at all. He was taking her the long way around, the back way to Airport Road.

“Shouldn’t you have turned left?” She tried to sound calm and matter-of-fact. Silly George, you missed the turn.

“I have a little errand I need to run first.” He gave her a wolfish grin, all teeth. “You don’t mind, do you?”

Reggie swallowed hard. “Actually, I was kind of hoping we could get there soon. I think the sooner they see the note from Tara, the sooner they’ll be on Stu’s trail. The better the chances at rescuing Tara.”

“This won’t take long,” George promised.

“My friend, Len,” she said, grasping at straws, “he’ll be arriving in town any minute. He’ll wonder where I am.”

“Mmm,” George said, eyes on the road ahead, completely uninterested.

They drove in silence for a few minutes. Reggie contemplated opening the door and jumping, but all the lights were green and George was driving at a steady clip. The last thing she wanted to do was land wrong and crack open her skull or get pulverized under the wheels of an oncoming truck. She needed air and pushed the button to lower the window, but nothing happened. He’d locked them. Had he locked the doors, too? Shit.

“Are you too warm, Reggie?”

“A little.”

“I’ll turn on some cool air.”

They were passing the old tobacco barns. Not many actually grew tobacco these days. One had been turned into a Christmas tree farm. Another sold chrysanthemums. But most were just abandoned, the empty barns leaning, the tattered shade cloth flapping on posts, like the handkerchiefs of ghosts.

George cranked up the AC and the fear sweat on Reggie’s body was now giving her chills. She bent forward a little, picturing the cell phone in her bag, wondering how she could get to it without him noticing. She leaned farther forward, scratching an imaginary itch on her leg.

“Everything all right, Reggie?” he asked, staring at her.

“Fine,” she said, sitting upright.

She kept her eyes fixed straight ahead, out the windshield, but watched George in her peripheral vision. He wasn’t a large man—about as tall as Reggie, as a matter of fact. His shoulders slumped and a little belly hung over his pants. She doubted he could overtake her using strength alone, and Reggie had seen no weapons in the van. Surely she stood a good fighting chance.

“I was saying,” George said as he pulled into the passing lane to go around an airport shuttle van, “your mother is an extraordinary woman. Think of it—everything she’s been through, all the lives she’s changed.”

Reggie bent down to scratch her leg again, hand brushing the top of her bag. George glared at her and she sat back up.

“And do you know the most amazing part—the part that had always confounded me?” George’s voice was getting louder, faster. She watched a little vein on his forehead bulge and pulse.

Reggie shook her head. “No,” she admitted. “What?”

“That she’s never had any idea of the power she wields over other people. This unique ability to crush and destroy.”

“I’m not sure what you mean.”

There was that hungry-animal grin again. “Oh, I think you do.”

They’d turned onto Airport Road and were going by the Silver Spoon Diner, once-upon-a-time employer of the late Candace Jacques. Reggie stared at the art deco building, saw the reflection of George’s white van on the side of the polished silver diner.

“Look at what she did to you,” George said.

Reggie winced. “She did the best she could.”

“A dog would have been a better mother to you than Vera,” he said. The vein on the side of his head stood out more. Sweat formed on his brow. He was spitting out the words now. “Abandoning you to go off drinking with her boyfriends. Always up for a fuck if it meant a few free drinks, a dinner out now and then.”

“I don’t think—”

“And then,” George interrupted, “they’d always leave her in the end. They’d see her for what she was and know they could do better.”

They passed Reuben’s, which had a big for sale sign in front. The windows were boarded up and the parking lot was empty. Reggie remembered Sid lying on the pavement in a puddle of blood, heard Tara’s voice, Run! They came up to a yellow light, and Reggie fiddled with the lock as surreptitiously as she could, her heart leaping when she heard a tiny click. George gunned it through the yellow light. They passed the airport and headed out into the no-man’s-land of warehouses, abandoned factories, and pay-by-the-hour motels. Airport Efficiencies was on the left, still painted Pepto-Bismol pink.

“Choices,” George said. “That’s what life comes down to, isn’t it? The choices we make. We’re each in charge of our own destinies, Reggie, whether we realize it or not.”

“I agree,” said Reggie, looking frantically around as the buildings got farther and farther apart. They crossed railroad tracks. Empty lots full of knee-high scrub brush and dead grass.

“You may think that Vera was the victim here, but the truth is, she got to where she is by the choices she made along the way. One bad choice after another. When it would have been so easy to stop, to choose another way. A decent life. That’s what I offered her. And she turned me down, again and again. Mocked me.”

He grimaced. Licked his lips. The van slowed as they approached a bend in the road. Reggie yanked the door handle, praying it would open. The door swung out and she jumped, hitting the pavement, rolling like a sack of potatoes, her elbows and hips skidding on the asphalt. She heard the screech of brakes, and not looking back, heaved her body up and started to run. If she could just get into the overgrown brush, she’d have a chance. She was a fast runner, used to long distances. George was a good twenty years older. If she could just get enough distance between them at the start, she’d be okay.

She was facedown on the ground before she even realized he was close. She lay stunned for a second, felt George’s weight shift on top of her. She bucked up, trying to throw him off, but he held steady. She’d underestimated his strength. He flipped her over onto her back. She kicked up at his groin but didn’t make contact.

“It didn’t have to be this way,” he said, lifting her up by the shoulders, then slamming her down against the ground. The sky behind him darkened, the whole world dimming, turning into one narrow tunnel, and all she could see was his face there at the end of it, grinning down at her like a sinister moon. Then he too was gone.


Chapter 42

June 24, 1985

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

REGGIE CRANKED THE PEDALS of her Peugeot as she rode through town. The sun was just coming up, making the sky in the east, over toward the airport, glow Martian red. Reggie felt like she must be on some other planet. There were hardly any cars on the roads, just the occasional delivery truck bringing fresh bread, milk, and gasoline into town. A few commuters were off to an early start, heading into offices in Hartford before the traffic got too bad. There were lights on in some houses, and Reggie could see movement through the uncurtained windows: a woman making breakfast, a man in boxer shorts turning on the television. Lawn sprinklers were running, keeping the grass a perfect sea of green. The streetlights were still on, and when she got downtown, it was a little like being in one of those zombie movies where you’re one of the last survivors. The stores were all empty, windows dark like closed eyes. There was this sense that the town was holding its breath, waiting.

She looked at the sunrise again, the pinks and reds spilling out across the horizon, and remembered Sid’s blood on the pavement last night. She squeezed her eyes shut tight a second, pushing it all away.

She circled the downtown streets, checking every grassy area, every storefront. She passed a police cruiser, knowing the cops were doing the same. She pedaled harder, faster. She didn’t want some uniformed cop, a total stranger with a gun and radio strapped to his belt, to be the one who found Vera. Reggie needed to be the first; she’d take her jacket off to cover her mother’s naked body before the hordes of onlookers came—snapping pictures, scraping under Vera’s nails, combing through her hair looking for shreds of evidence. Mostly, what Reggie would do—what she needed to do—was to say she was sorry. She’d failed her mother. If she’d been more clever, had paid more attention and been a better daughter, then maybe she might have found her in time.

Now, not only would she be the daughter of a murder victim, but also a murderer herself. An accomplice, at least. If she hadn’t screwed things up so badly last night, let her own selfish feelings take control, then maybe things would have turned out differently.

Unable to find any sign of her mother’s body downtown, Reggie crossed Main Street and headed out toward Airport Road. As she rode, images of last night popped into her head: Sid falling like that, hitting the pavement with a crack, Tara telling them all to run. Her stomach churned as she remembered the three of them running, not speaking, then all turning their separate ways as Tara shouted, “Remember, it never happened.”

Remember.

It had been an accident, yes, but running away had been wrong. Reggie knew that. She’d known it at the time but had been too stunned, too frightened, to stand up to Tara. Now they were probably all wanted for murder.

Reggie cycled past the tobacco barns, where men were just starting to show up for work. One of them whistled as she rode by, not a sexy lady kind of whistle, but more like something you’d do to call a dog. Reggie kept her eyes on the road ahead, didn’t look back.

She passed the billboard that still had Candace Jacques’s huge face on it. have you seen me? God, why hadn’t someone taken that down?

And soon it would be her mother’s turn. Reggie imagined Vera’s picture in the paper tomorrow: NEPTUNE’S FOURTH VICTIM, VERA DUFRANE. And what would they say about her? Surely it wouldn’t take reporters long to dig up the truth. They’d find out about the squalid little room at Airport Efficiencies. The failed acting career. The list of men. The bars. Would Reggie even be mentioned? Reggie concentrated, visualizing tomorrow’s headline, trying to scan the imaginary article to find out where Vera’s body had been found. Stupid. Like it could really be that easy to see into the future. If Tara had been here, she might have pretended she could. But pretending was a whole different thing. And Reggie was no Tara.

The two-lane road turned to four lanes and Reggie passed by the Silver Spoon Diner, which had a dozen cars in the lot and more pulling in. The traffic was heavier out here, taxis and airport shuttles, delivery vans, travelers hurrying to catch their flight. The air smelled like diesel fumes and fried food. A plane came up overhead, taking off to some far-off destination: San Francisco, Puerto Rico, Rome.

She tried to imagine the people on the plane above her, what the view was like from up there. Could they see her, a lone girl, bicycling along the expanse of asphalt, past the corrugated metal storage units, the Pepto-Bismol pink motel, a bar called Runway 36? Reggie studied every parking lot, every side road and alley. No sign of her mother’s body. She rode on, ankle aching, sweat dampening her T-shirt, making her cold in the early morning air.

When she got to Reuben’s, she half expected it to be blocked off with crime scene tape and crawling with cops trying to reconstruct what had happened to Sid. But the lot was empty, his body, gone. She wanted to pull in, look at the place in the parking lot where his crumpled body had lain still. Was there a bloodstain there, marking the place?

She didn’t dare turn in. The police could be watching, wondering if the killer would return to the scene of the crime. Everyone in Reuben’s had seen her, Charlie and Tara with Sid. It was only a matter of time until the police found them. And then what? Would they all be arrested, taken off to juvenile detention, to actual prison even? Reggie didn’t care. It didn’t matter really. They deserved it. Part of her even wished for it—to be locked away from the rest of the world.

Reggie pedaled on, past the airport, out to where the buildings thinned out, the four lanes turned back to two. She passed a driveway that led down a dirt road to one of George’s warehouses. A Monahan Produce truck was pulling out, off to make an early morning delivery. Suddenly afraid that George would catch her out here, Reggie turned her bike around. Maybe she’d try the airport, circle through the parking lots and garages.

A mechanical chirp sounded behind her, and she turned, looked back over her shoulder. It was a police car, lights flashing. She was being pulled over. She stopped her bike and turned to see Stu Berr hop out of the car.

“I’ve been looking for you, Regina,” he said.


Chapter 43

October 23, 2010

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

“WE’RE BOTH DEAD, DUFRANE,” Tara said, face swollen, lips sticky with blood. Her head was drooping forward, like it was too heavy to hold up. Her eyes were barely open.

“Are you okay?” Reggie asked. Stupid question. Reggie had just woken up moments ago, Neptune standing over her, his breath chugging like a train, his voice scolding:

It didn’t have to be like this.

He’d taken off her blindfold and left, but Reggie had the sense that he wouldn’t be gone long. She had to act quickly.

The cement under her back was cool and gritty, scraping her where her shirt had pulled up and bare skin made contact with the ground. Her arms were pulled above her head, elbows by her ears, her wrists around a pipe and bound with duct tape. The pipe, old electrical conduit, was firmly attached to a ridged metal wall. She could feel the wall when she reached back with her fingers. She lifted her head up and saw that he’d used half a roll or so on her ankles, too.

The tray of tools he’d left out for her amputation seemed to glitter and sparkle in the dim light, the only bright shiny things in the room. They were laid out on the floor about five feet to her right, taunting.

“I’m fucking great,” Tara said, spitting blood. Tara was sitting upright against another iron pipe on the other side of the building, about twenty feet across from Reggie. Her torso had been wrapped round and round with silver duct tape, holding her against the pipe. Her arms were free, but there was nothing within reach. The end of her right arm was a mass of white bandages.

“Does it hurt?” Reggie asked, looked at the place where Tara’s right hand had been.

“You could say that,” Tara said, grimacing. “The son of a bitch hasn’t given me morphine since last night.”

Reggie’s eyes went back to the saw and scalpel, the pile of bandages.

Don’t look at them, she told herself. Don’t panic. Just think.

Reggie’s head exploded with a great dark blooming flower of pain as she tried to look around the abandoned warehouse. Her skinned elbows and right hip throbbed. Her cheek felt torn and crusty.

She looked down at her own chest and saw that the hourglass necklace was lying on the outside of her shirt, the glass cracked, the pink sand spilling out.

You have one minute to figure a way out of this. If you don’t, you both die.

“Where are we?” Reggie asked, trying to still her racing heart.

“Hell,” Tara answered dully.

Reggie craned her aching neck. Saw the curved metal walls arching over them, like they were inside a giant tin can cut in half lengthwise. The building was about twenty feet across, forty feet long. There were no windows, only a large wooden sliding door at the end, and a huge ventilation fan above it.

“It’s a Quonset hut,” Reggie said, feeling a strange sort of relief. This was not some magical madman’s cave: it was a building. A building Reggie happened to know a great deal about. She’d studied at the Rhode Island School of Design, the same state where the Quonset hut was developed. And she’d gotten to know the building intimately when she did the retrofit for the couple in Bennington.

“They’re named for Quonset Point in Rhode Island,” Reggie said, slipping into the voice she used for university lectures. “They were originally developed by the navy at the start of World War II. They needed a shelter that was inexpensive, lightweight, portable, and could be put up quickly using only hand tools.” Reggie looked around at the corrugated metal walls, the steel arches supporting them. The metal was tarnished, rusted in places. This building had been here for a long time.

“As impressed as I am by your wealth of knowledge,” Tara said, “it doesn’t do us a damn bit of good.”

But Tara was wrong. It did Reggie a world of good. To be able to break things down, to categorize and name them, to focus on the structural elements—it took things, for the moment at least, out of the realm of nightmares and into the real, tangible world.

Reggie remembered the Boston Globe article highlighting her work on the Bennington Quonset hut. There was a picture of the owners at the kitchen table, light streaming through the south-facing windows, the cabinets painted a cheery lemon-drop color with cobalt-blue accents. “Dufrane is a magician,” they’d told the reporter. “She makes the impossible possible.”

The hut Reggie found herself in now was far from bright and cheery. A few dim lightbulbs glowed overhead from ancient fixtures. The sliding door was framed with a crack of sunlight, and wind blew the fan on top, casting spinning shadows across the stained and cracked concrete floor. There was an old wooden table near Tara. In back, behind that, some broken-down machinery—old truck axles, the front of a forklift, a rusted-out pulley system.

Scattered here and there were piles of shipping pallets and old wooden crates. They were fruit and vegetable crates, Reggie realized. product of argentina, the one nearest her said. There was a colorful label showing a dark-haired woman with seductive eyes holding a big, juicy pear. She looked at another, showing a bunch of smiley-faced purple grapes who appeared to be singing. The lyrics hung in the air above them, surrounded by music notes: THE WEATHER IN ARGENTINA IS ALWAYS LOVELY.

A chill ran through Reggie.

He’d taken her mother to this same place. Probably the other women, too.

She pictured them, the faces she’d seen only hours ago on Stu Berr’s wall: Andrea McFarlin, Candace Jacques, Ann Stickney. They’d all spend their last days on earth here, in this filthy, cold place that stank of rotting fruit and oil, of things forgotten and spoiled. They’d laid on their backs here under the arched cathedral-like ceiling, tied up and trapped in this twisted Church of Neptune.

She lifted her head to look at Tara. “Were you awake when he brought you here? Do you remember anything about the outside of the building?”

“No. But we must be in the middle of fucking nowhere. I screamed and screamed at first. But no one ever came.”

Reggie listened, heard airplanes overhead, coming and going from somewhere behind her. She looked at her watch. 2:15. The sun was right behind the spinning fan. She guessed they were a couple miles west of the airport. George had some old warehouses out at the end of Airport Road. They must be in one of those.

“How long was I out?” Reggie asked.

“Not long. Ten, fifteen minutes. I heard the car outside. Then, a couple minutes later, he carried you in. How long have I been here anyway?” Tara asked. “I’ve lost track.”

Reggie thought of lying, but couldn’t. “It’s day four,” she said.

Tara let her head drop all the way down and closed her eyes. “It won’t be long now,” Tara said, voice remarkably cool and matter-of-fact.

“How did you know it was George?” Reggie asked.

“I didn’t know for sure,” Tara said. “Vera got all worked up one night. It was right after he’d visited her. She kept going on and on about how she wouldn’t go back, how he couldn’t make her. We were up half the night and I didn’t understand a lot of what she said, but I’d heard enough to make me think that George was Neptune, and that before she turned up at the homeless shelter, he’d been holding her somewhere. I went to Charlie’s dad, but he wasn’t home.”

“Why go to him? He’s retired.”

“I figured no one knew the ins and outs of the Neptune case more than Stu Berr. I thought he’d know what to do. But . . . George caught up with me.” She was quiet for a moment. “I guess Lorraine had told him how upset Vera had been, how I’d been up with her all night. I dunno, somehow he figured out that I’d figured it out—maybe with his fucking serial killer psychic powers. He caught up with me, and he jumped me, and practically fucking choked me to death—I thought I was dead then, but I woke up here. He’s told me things. He’s crazy, Reggie. Scary, batshit crazy. Between what he and Vera told me—he kept your mother in a little rented room of some kind for years up in Worcester, not far from one of his warehouses there. Pretended she was his wife. Told her that if she ever left, he’d come after you.”

“Oh Jesus,” Reggie whispered.

“Yeah. He brought her food, cigarettes, booze. She wasn’t locked up or anything—but she was too scared to leave. He’d bring her a cell phone, dial your number, and let her hear your voice when you answered. That was how she knew he was keeping to his word, that you were okay for now. And it was also a threat, showing her that he knew just how to find you.”

“It was her,” Reggie said, remembering all the phone calls over the years, the strange breathing on the other end, the sense she’d had that the person on the other end was on the verge of speaking.

“But how did she finally escape?” Reggie asked.

Tara laughed raggedly.

“He let her go. I guess it got to be too much—keeping her there in secret all those years. And of course she wasn’t a beauty queen anymore, she was sick and crazy, more work than ever. Lorraine was needing him more and more, starting to ask questions about all his trips. He dropped her off at the homeless shelter himself, swore that if she breathed a word about him or who she really was, he’d come after you.”

The thought of the lengths her mother had gone to in trying to protect her astounded Reggie; the idea that love could run so deep. Vera had sacrificed her own life, her own sanity, to save her.

Reggie heard her cell phone ringing. She turned and saw her leather messenger bag tossed on the floor on the other side of the building, near the sliding door. Totally out of reach.

Reggie tested the strength of the duct tape that bound her wrists together on the other side of the iron pipe. There was no way she could break it. What she needed was something sharp. Her eyes went to the tools laid out on the metal tray about five feet from her: scalpels, a saw, metal trowel, propane torch, clamps, and bandages. It was a bold move on his part, leaving them out in the open. He’d done it to scare her, give her a prelude of what was to come. But he’d made a critical error in judgment. If there was one thing Reggie was good at, it was geometry, spatial relations, visualizing the radius of a circle. She saw patterns other people didn’t, invisible lines, planes of trajectory. She knew the tray of tools was not out of reach.

The phone stopped ringing.

Reggie began to shuffle in a clockwise motion, feet pushing her along, butt lifting, bound arms pivoting around the pipe. Her whole body hummed with pain. She tried to lift her head to watch her progress but couldn’t manage it. She pushed onward, slowly, carefully.

She thought of spirals and curves, the orbit of planets. The way Len told her she had Neptune in the twelfth house; that it was what made her a great architect, but also had the potential to bring her to the brink of madness.

She thought of the way her mother always used to say that everyone was connected by invisible string; that we were all bound to one another in ways we could never even begin to imagine.

She felt those strings now, binding her to her mother, to Tara, to the other women Neptune had killed; women who had looked up at this same ceiling in their final moments on earth.

It was slow going, writhing and bucking along like a bug stuck on a pin, but finally she made contact. Her right foot hit the tray full of tools with a satisfying metallic clank.

“What are you up to, Dufrane?” Tara had lifted her head again and looked at her with one eye open, the other mostly closed with swelling.

“Making the impossible possible.”

“Huh?”

“If I can just move these, get the saw, knife, or scalpel to where I can reach it with my hands, then I can cut myself free.”

Tara made a hissing sort of laugh. “Ironic.”

“What is?” Reggie said, resting a second.

“The idea of being saved by a blade.”

Carefully Reggie used her foot to edge the tray and everything on it clattering toward her across the cement floor. She writhed and contorted, pulling the tray closer to her body. When it was close enough, she rolled over onto her right side, her injured hip screaming in pain as it grated against the rough concrete floor. She pulled her knees toward her chest to keep the items corralled as she spun like the crooked hand of a clock. Ticktock. Ticktock. She’d done almost half a turn, was at the eleven o’clock position, about as far as she could go without hitting the wall.

There, just to her right, was another fruit crate—El Diablo Oranges, São Paulo, Brazil. A red devil was smiling out at her, pointing his pitchfork in her direction.

Old Scratch.

She knew she’d only have one shot. She studied the trajectory, picturing the invisible line between the saw and scalpel on the tray and her bound hands. At last she took in a breath, and with the force of her whole body, she kicked up with her knees, knocking the tools off the tray. She hit the scalpel perfectly, sent it skidding across the cement and heard it hit the metal wall. She couldn’t turn and see it, and only prayed it hadn’t bounced out of reach. The saw had come closer, too—she could just see it by twisting her head viciously, but it looked out of reach. She shoved herself back toward the wall and began feeling behind the pole. Her fingertips just grazed the edge of the saw but couldn’t move it closer.

“Shit!” she said and she tried to stretch them, imagining her body made of elastic. But it was no good. She gave up and began to search for the scalpel, fingers doing a frantic spider-crawl along the reachable edge of the wall behind her. Where the hell was it?

Her fingertips danced over the floor, searching. At last she felt it: a slender cylinder of cold metal wedged between the floor and the wall. She worked her fingers to the end, only to discover it was the wrong end when she grabbed for it and felt the sting of the blade.

Just like that, she was thirteen again, sitting in the attic with Tara, who was holding a razor, wet with her own blood. She remembered the guilty pleasure at feeling such relief when Tara drew the sharp edge across her own skin: this exalted moment where there was nothing else in the world but her and her pain: no mother held by a serial killer, no secret longing for Charlie, nothing. Just the pain and the way it drew her deep inside herself, to a place of perfect calm.

Reggie allowed herself to run her fingers over the edge of the scalpel once more, feeling the kiss of the blade, emptying her mind of everything else, which was such sweet relief.

“How’s it going there?” Tara asked.

“I’ll have us out in no time,” Reggie promised.

She took a deep breath and reached for the handle of the scalpel, fingertips sticky with blood. She fumbled with the scalpel until she managed to get it at the right angle to cut the tape. It was a tedious process, even with a sharp blade, the awkward, upside-down stabbing and sawing motion. At last she made it through and her hands were free.

Her phone was ringing again.

She sat up, scuttled across the floor to her bag, and answered.

“Reggie,” Len said. “I’m here with your aunt. Where the hell are you? We were about to call the cops.”

“Listen carefully. You need to call 911. Tell them Tara and I are being held in an old Quonset hut a couple miles west of the airport. It’s owned by Monahan Produce. George Monahan is Neptune.”

“Oh my God, Reggie,” Len said.

“Hurry,” Tara said, giving Reggie a desperate glance. “I think I hear a car.”

Reggie froze, listening. There it was, the faint buzz of a motor, getting closer.

“I’ve gotta go,” she said.

“I love you, Reggie,” he said.

“I love you, too. And I’m sorry, Len. I’m sorry for always being so scared, for pushing you away.”

“Not the time for a tender moment, Reg,” Tara interrupted. “He’s almost here!”

“Reggie, I—” Len said.

“Call the police. Tell them to hurry.” She hung up.

She heard the crunch of tires on gravel.

“Do you have a knife or something in there?” Tara asked.

Reggie rummaged through her bag, pushing aside the wooden swan, her sketchbook full of Nautilus drawings. She grabbed a fountain pen, thinking it might be better than nothing, then saw that there, at the bottom of the bag, was the large screwdriver.

“Hurry,” Tara gasped. “He’s here.”

Reggie slid the screwdriver across the floor to Tara. “It’s all I’ve got,” she said.

Tara reached awkwardly for it with her left hand and tucked it inside her black motorcycle boot.

Outside, a car door opened and closed. Footsteps approached.

Reggie scooted back and grabbed the tools and bandages, threw them onto the tray and pushed it back to where she thought it had been.

There was a metallic thumping sound as he worked to unlock and unlatch the door.

Reggie grabbed the scalpel, slipped it into her sleeve, then lay back down, hands over her head, around the pipe, the sliced duct tape pushed back together.

The door opened and light spilled in, Neptune’s shadow long and enormous in the center of it.

“Miss me, ladies?” he asked, voice booming like a clap of thunder.


Chapter 44

June 24, 1985

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

“I STOPPED BY YOUR house and your aunt said you were out on your bike.”

Reggie stood with her hands on the handlebars, the bike placed protectively between her and Stu Berr. He wore a blue polyester sports coat that was too tight in the shoulders and didn’t button. She could see a gun in a holster strapped to his left side.

“Have they found her?” Reggie asked. “My mom?”

Stu shook his head. “Not yet.”

Reggie nodded, looked down at the pedals and chain of her bike, the toothed chainwheels and front derailleur.

“Is that what you’re doing out here?” Stu asked. “Looking for her?”

Reggie gave a timid shrug. “I wanted to find her first. I thought,” she said, looking up at last from the gears of her bike to meet his eyes, “that she’d want it that way.”

Stu nodded and looked at her for what felt like a long, long time.

If he hadn’t come to tell her about her mother, then he’d come to arrest her for killing Sid. She waited, wondering if he’d handcuff her or if she’d be allowed to get into the car on her own. She tried to imagine Lorraine’s face when she heard the news: your niece and her friends killed a boy last night. She felt almost sorry for Lorraine, having to live all alone in that big, stone house now, only ghosts for company.

“Reggie,” he said at last, “I know what happened last night. In the parking lot at Reuben’s.”

“Oh,” Reggie said, the word a hollow sound.

“Early this morning, Charlie broke down and told me the whole story.”

Stu ran his fingers over his mustache and studied her a minute, like he was contemplating what to do next.

“Are you going to arrest me now?” Reggie asked.

Stu blew out a long, slow breath. “No, I’m not.”

“We shouldn’t have left him like that,” Reggie said, tears coming. “Just lying there dead. What happened was an accident, but we shouldn’t have run away. I’m so sorry. It’s all my fault. I’m the reason everyone was fighting. If I hadn’t told Charlie—”

Stu interrupted her. “He’s not dead, Regina.”

She looked up, wiped at her eyes, heart fluttering with hope. “You mean he’s okay?”

Stu gave her a grave look. His face had aged so much lately. Dark baggy circles hung under his eyes. “No,” he said. “His head was badly injured. There’s nothing the doctors can do.”

“So he’s going to die?”

“I don’t think so. But there’s a good chance he won’t be able to walk again. Or speak. He’ll never be the same, Reggie. Do you understand?”

Her chest went from feeling light and fluttery to having the sensation of a wrecking ball smashing into it. “It’s worse than being dead,” she mumbled.

Stu didn’t answer. They looked at each other a minute, neither of them speaking. Reggie imagined Sid in a hospital bed, hooked up to an IV and oxygen, head wrapped up in a huge white bandage like a swami—a pot-smoking mystic on a transcendental journey he’d never wake up from.

And it was all her fault.

“Here’s the thing,” Stu said, his voice low as he leaned closer to her, his breath coming faster now. He smelled like stale sweat, coffee, and cigarettes. Reggie was sure he hadn’t slept last night and was probably still in yesterday’s clothes. “No criminal charges are going to be pressed. The police investigation will say he was alone in the parking lot when he tripped and fell.”

“But that’s not what happened!” This wasn’t supposed to be what cops did. They were the good guys. They were supposed to uncover truth, not tell lies.

Stu nodded. “Isn’t it bad enough to have one life ruined?” Stu asked.

“But we were all there!” Reggie objected. “If we hadn’t left him, if we’d gotten him help right away . . .”

He held up his hands in a stop gesture. “What’s done is done,” he said, voice firm and full of authority. “Now here’s what I need from you. Are you listening, Reggie, because this is important?”

She gave a weak nod.

“I want you kids to stay away from Sid. And from each other, too.”

“But Charlie—”

“No buts. My son is going to have a normal life. He’s going to high school in the fall. He’ll work his ass off to get good grades, maybe play a little ball, get into a good college. I’m not going to let his life be ruined by this.” Stu bit down on his words, grinding them up and spitting them out.

“It’s best if you all take a little break from each other right now,” he continued. “And with all that’s happened with your mother, I think you need to spend some time at home. Your aunt needs you.”

“Does she know about what happened with Sid? Did you tell her?”

Stu shook his head. “Like I said, there’s nothing to tell. Sidney tripped and fell. He was alone in the parking lot. He’d had a couple of drinks and smoked a little pot. He hit a rough spot in the pavement, lost his balance, and fell backward. Accidents happen. Do you understand?”

Reggie nodded, but the truth was, she didn’t understand at all.

Was it really possible to reinvent the past this way? Reggie thought of the years of lies she’d listened to about her mother, how eager she must have been to believe them when the truth seemed so obvious now. Shouldn’t she have been suspicious when her mother never invited her to any of her plays, never let Reggie meet any of her eccentric theater friends? Maybe what it came down to was that people believe what they want to believe.

“And you’re not going to contact Charlie or Tara for a while, right? No visits, no phone calls.”

“Right,” she stammered.

“Good girl,” he said. “Can I give you a lift home?”

“That’s okay, I’ll ride back.”

She got on her bike and pushed off.

“Reggie,” he called, and she hit the brakes and looked back at him. “Neptune’s other victims, their bodies were found very early in the morning.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“I’m just saying, maybe it’s a good sign that your mother’s body hasn’t turned up yet. Maybe this time it will be different.”

Reggie hated him just then. It seemed the cruelest thing a person could do—to invent hope where there was none.

“Maybe,” Reggie said, and started to pedal back home.


Chapter 45

October 23, 2010

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

REGGIE TURNED HER HEAD and watched as Neptune carried two grocery bags over to a small wooden table near Tara. Whistling, he pulled a white cloth out of one of the bags and used it to cover the table. He set a place for one with a plate, knife, fork, spoon, and crystal wineglass. He moved slowly, methodically—smoothing the napkin, checking the distance between plate and glass, polishing the fork till it shined. As a finishing touch, he added two silver candlesticks with red candles, lighting them with a box of matches drawn from his pocket. He ignored Tara and Reggie completely.

When everything was perfectly laid out on the table, he opened the bag, pulled out a large plastic container, and opened it. As the smell wafted out, Reggie’s stomach somersaulted and she tried to breathe through her mouth. She stared, fixated—like someone who sees a terrible accident but can’t look away—as he gently pulled off the lid of the container to reveal a boiled lobster dinner, which he moved carefully onto the plate; lobster red and steaming, little white potatoes on the side.

“Almost time, my love,” he said to Tara. She had her chin on her chest and eyes closed. Then he glanced toward Reggie and seemed to study her a moment.

She hadn’t had time to arrange the tools neatly or cover her wrists properly. Had he noticed?

No. He simply smiled, went back to the lobster. He cracked it open, slicing the carapace down the center, exposing the meat. Then he drizzled it with melted butter from a smaller container. When he was finished, he licked his fingers, packed up the containers, and stepped back to admire his handiwork.

“Perfect,” he said, looking to Tara. “Don’t you agree, darling?”

She didn’t lift her head. He walked over, crouched down, and lifted it for her, peeled open her eyelids, making her look.

“Lobsters are incredible creatures,” he told her. “They’re able to regenerate appendages lost in battle.”

Tara kept her eyes blank and doll-like, but somewhere in there, Reggie was sure she saw a little spark of terror.

“They molt regularly, growing a new shell and eating the old one.” She seemed to twitch a little here. “They molt five or six times in the first season, and as adults once or twice a year.”

“The lobster,” he said, taking out his pocketknife, “is an expert at transformation.”

Tara looked right at Reggie and rolled her eyes.

He worked carefully, cutting the tape that bound her to the pipe. “Stand,” he commanded.

“I’m afraid I’m not much of a lobster fan,” she said.

“Move, bitch!” he said, grabbing hold of her arms and jerking her to her feet, where she staggered and swayed. He puppet-walked her over to the table, propping her up in the chair. He took out a roll of silver duct tape and used it to bind her ankles to the chair’s front legs.

“Tonight you dine like a lady,” he said. “Tonight you will be redeemed.”

“Thanks, but seriously, lobster’s not really my thing,” she told him. Her voice only trembled slightly.

He slapped her face hard, the skin against skin sound echoing through the warehouse. Her nose started to bleed.

“Eat,” he told her, leaning down to hiss in her ear, “start eating, or I’ll gut your little friend Regina right now.”

She picked up the fork, dug out a piece of white lobster meat, brought it to her mouth, and began to chew. Butter dripped down her chin. She chewed a long time. When she finally swallowed, she seemed to gag a bit.

“Good girl,” Neptune said. He was just Neptune now, not the George that Reggie had known her whole life, the George who was her father. “Now you enjoy your dinner while I tend to our new guest.”

He walked over to Reggie slowly, smiling, savoring every second of this. His hands were deep in his pockets, his eyes on Reggie’s face. Was he looking for a trace of himself there? Did he feel an ounce of regret at being about to cut the hand off his own daughter?

“Can I ask you something?” Reggie said.

He nodded. He was beside her now, still looking down at her. She knew at any minute, he’d turn his attention to the tray of tools and notice the missing scalpel. She could feel it tucked into her sleeve, cool against her wrist. She just needed to get him close enough, catch him off guard.

“Did she say she’d marry you? Were you the one she told everyone about?”

He turned away, his face twisted with disgust. “No. I’d asked her, yes. The first time was just after she told me she was pregnant. I took her out to dinner, her favorite place, Harry’s Steak House down by the shore. We ordered lobster, and I had the waiter bring a bottle of champagne.” His eyes had a wistful, faraway look. “I got down on one knee, offered her a ring. And do you know what she did?” He stared down at Reggie, fury replacing wistfulness. “She laughed. She actually laughed.”

Reggie shook her head. She remembered laughing at Len’s drunken idea that the two of them should move in together. Like mother, like daughter.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, suddenly understanding the scene before her.

Neptune turned away from her, watching Tara force down bites of lobster meat obediently. Tears streamed down Tara’s face, but she made no crying sounds.

“But I didn’t give up. I asked her for years, over and over again. Even when I was with Lorraine, I told Vera that the offer always stood. I could give her a good life. A nice home. Be a real father to you. Take care of you both. But she always said no.”

“But then she said yes to someone else?” Reggie guessed. She tried to sound a little disgusted, like she was on his side, she understood the pain and torment her mother must have put him through.

He turned back to face her, looking more like a broken-hearted lover than a malicious killer. “I never found out who it was,” he said. “But she was very excited. She was actually going to go through with it. Try and have the magical, normal life that had always eluded her. I tried to tell her. No one could love her like I did. I begged her to change her mind. To choose me instead.”

“It wasn’t fair,” Reggie said. “Her choosing him over you. You’d been there for her all those years. You’d given her so much.”

The corners of his mouth twitched, then stayed downturned. “Life isn’t fair, Reggie. I learned that a lot time ago. You did too, didn’t you?”

Reggie understood, twisted as the whole thing was. George had loved Vera his whole life, done his best to win her over, suffered rejection year after year. Watched as this woman he loved threw her life away, drank and went out with one loser after another. And when she was in trouble, George was always there for her. Then, when she finally decided to marry and settle down, she chose someone else. It seemed so cruel. Something inside of him snapped then, when he heard the news. And he had to punish someone. But he couldn’t bring himself to hurt her—not yet.

“The other women—Candace, Andrea, Ann—they were all seeing men who’d dumped Mom.”

“Whores,” he said. “Unworthy whores. They deserved what they got.” The little vein on the side of his head bulged again.

He got down on his knees, stroked Reggie’s hair. “I wanted to save you from all of this. If she had only said yes, changed her mind, everything would have turned out differently.”

He was so close she could smell his breath—it was sour and tinged with menthol.

“But why not just kill them? Why cut off their hands first?”

“It didn’t seem fair, did it? Your mother’s beautiful hand being ruined like that, ugly with scars, while these other women, these tramps, had perfect hands. So I took them for Vera.” He was reaching for the saw now, his fingertips giving the handle a loving caress.

“Did you know,” he asked, “that the human hand has twenty-seven bones: fourteen phalanges, five metacarpals, eight carpals? Such perfect engineering.” He looked down at Reggie’s right hand. She held her breath, waiting. He took her hand, twisting it so that he could look down at her palm.

“The hand is a map. The Gypsies, Greeks, Chinese, Egyptians, Hebrews—they all knew it. They honored hands. Used them to diagnose and heal.

“The left hand is the hand you’re born with. The right hand is the hand you make. Remove the right hand and you erase the record of how badly these women lived, send them on to the next world with only their birth hand, their pure hand.”

His eyes glistened behind the wire-rimmed glasses.

“I helped them to transform,” George told her, voice firm but soothing. “To transcend.”

Reggie’s head swum as a wave of nausea overtook her. If she could just keep him talking, get him closer, she might have a chance.

“Why keep them alive after?”

He dropped her hand and hung his head. “Regardless of what you might think, I’m not a killer, Reggie. I don’t enjoy it.” He glared down at her, as if daring her to contradict him. “It doesn’t come easily for me. I waited, with all of them, to give Vera a chance to save them. If she came around, said yes to marrying me, I’d let them go.”

“But she didn’t,” Reggie said.

“I was nothing but a joke to her,” he said, eyes blazing. “The deaths of those women, they were her fault.”

“I see,” Reggie said, locking eyes with him as she reached for the scalpel in her left sleeve, touching it with the fingertips of her right hand. “It was her fault. All of it. But still, once you had her, you didn’t kill her. You kept her alive year after year. You threatened to come after me if she left you.”

“We all have our destinies, Reggie. Your mother’s was to be with me.”

“But you let her go.”

His body tensed. “A mistake. Clearly. I thought her mind was too far gone. All that drinking. Honestly, I’m surprised she even remembered who she was. And I thought the threat of coming after you was enough to keep her quiet about anything she did remember.”

“Did you mean it? That you would have come after me? Hunted me down and killed me?”

He smiled, shrugged his shoulders like a shy little boy. “Like I said, I’m no killer.”

“But you’re going to kill me now.” Her fingers wrapped around the handle of the scalpel.

Closer. She needed him to come closer.

He made a tsk-tsk sound. “Your fault, I’m afraid. If you hadn’t found that damn swan, seen the little clue I’d left for Vera, the little warning that was supposed to make her realize she had the power to stop the killings . . .”

Reggie lowered her voice to almost a whisper, closed her eyes. “There’s one thing I don’t understand.”

“What’s that?” he asked.

Reggie gave an incoherent mumble and George leaned forward so that his face was inches from hers.

She lunged up, swinging her arm in a perfect arc, slicing into his neck with the scalpel, feeling the impact, the pressure, then release as she pushed the blade as far in as it would go.


Chapter 46

June 24, 1985

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

“I’M NOT SUPPOSED TO talk to you,” Reggie said into the phone.

“I know,” Tara said. “Yogi told me the deal, too. Just one more time, though, okay? Meet me in the tree house in half an hour.”

“I don’t know. I —”

“I’ll see you then, Reg,” Tara said. Then she hung up before Reggie could respond.

Reggie rolled out of bed and walked downstairs. Her legs felt like they were made of lead. She ran her hand along the wall of stone, cold and damp against her fingertips.

Lorraine and George were in the kitchen, drinking tea, waiting for news. But there hadn’t been any word. And now it was after five.

Vera’s body still had not been found.

George had brought over a pot of turkey soup that was simmering on the stove, making the kitchen steamy and giving it a Thanksgiving dinner kind of smell that made Reggie’s mouth water. She hated herself for it. How could she be thinking of food when her mother was dead and Sid was lying in a hospital, brain damaged? How was she supposed to eat turkey soup when it was all her fault?

Reggie snuck out the front door and crossed the yard to the tree house. She climbed the swinging ladder, then sat back in a corner and waited. She peeked out at Monique’s Wish, saw her bedroom window. She could make out the outline of the bulletin board with her drawings, her bed with its Drunkard’s Path quilt, the edge of her closet. She squinted her eyes and thought she saw a shadow move across the room, a ghost version of herself. The Reggie she used to be. She wished so strongly then that she could go back in time, warn that girl what was to come: the killings, losing her mother, Sid’s accident. The world is not the way you think it is, she would tell herself.

“Hey,” Tara said, pushing open the trapdoor and scrambling up. She crawled over to Reggie and sat so that their sides were touching. “Want a cigarette?” Tara asked as she pulled out her pack.

“No.”

“How ’bout this?” Tara said, holding up the little silver box that held the razor blade.

Reggie shook her head, brought her knees up to her chest, and hugged them close. Part of her longed for it: to punish herself in some way, to feel something beyond the dark weight of guilt.

“Did you call Charlie, too?” she asked.

Tara picked at a hole in her jeans. “He didn’t pick up. I’ve been calling all day. I’m sure he’s home, but he’s not answering the phone.”

“If Stu finds out . . .”

Tara nodded. “He won’t. And I won’t try to talk to Charlie anymore. Maybe it’s for the best anyway.” She shook a cigarette out of the pack.

“So was there a reason you wanted me to meet you?” Reggie asked. If Tara was here to make her feel like shit, to remind her that all this was her fault, she might as well get it over with. Reggie braced herself as best she could and waited.

Tara lit her cigarette. “I just wanted to say I was sorry.”

“What for? I’m the one who fucked up and told Charlie about the cutting. I don’t even know why I did it. I guess I—”

Tara shook her head. “I don’t even care about that! Well, I do, but it doesn’t matter. Not compared to what I did to Sid.”

“We were all there, Tara. And what happened to Sid, it was an accident.”

“But I’m the one who said we should run. If we hadn’t . . .”

“And I’m the one who blurted out your biggest secret just because I was jealous. I’m the one who got Charlie so pissed off. If I’d kept my mouth shut, they wouldn’t have even started fighting. Sid wouldn’t have—”

“Do you know why I said to run?” Tara interrupted. “Because when I stood there, looking down at Sid, sure he was dead, all I thought was that I had to protect you. That you and Charlie couldn’t be caught there like that. And I knew you guys were too good to leave on your own. I made you.”

Reggie shook her head. “You weren’t dragging us along in chains, Tara. We chose to follow you.”

Tara exhaled more smoke, watched it drift up to the unfinished ceiling.

“It was always my choice, Tara. The cutting, going to the bars, leaving Sid like that. You didn’t make me do any of it.”

They were silent for a minute, listening to crickets, to a helicopter overhead droning like a giant insect.

Tara dropped her cigarette into an empty Coke bottle. “Still no word about your mom?”

“Nothing. Which is almost worse in a way. I just keep thinking her body’s out there somewhere, naked, undiscovered.”

Tara nodded.

“Then I keep thinking, what if she’s not dead?” Reggie said. “Which just seems so totally deluded. Having this little tease of hope . . . it’s just stupid. I almost wish they’d just find her body. Get it over with, you know?”

“You know that old saying,” Tara said. “Be careful what you wish for.”

“I know, but—”

“You know what I went to sleep wishing last night?” Tara asked. “That Sid wasn’t dead. I played a little game with myself, imagined going back to the parking lot, and there he was, sitting up, waiting with this stupid I-sure-fooled-you grin. Then this morning, old Yogi comes around telling me it’s true, Sid’s not dead. Then he tells me that he’s all fucked up, brain damaged, and you know what my first stupid thought was? That I’d made it happen by wishing he was alive.”

“But you didn’t,” Reggie said. “I mean, wishes don’t have that kind of power.”

“How do you know?” Tara asked, staring at Reggie with intense, desperate eyes.

“Because. They don’t. We can’t change things by wishing. Only by doing. It’s our actions, Tara, not our thoughts.”

Tara smiled a cynical smile and pulled out her hourglass from inside her shirt. “The world we know is going to end in one minute. Tell me one true thing before we die. Then I’ll tell you one.”

“I’m not in the mood for a game.”

“It’s the last time, Reggie. The last time ever. So make it a good one.”

Reggie watched the pink sand fall through the hourglass.

“Part of me has always hated you,” Reggie said, looking down at the floorboards.

“Why?” Tara asked without a trace of surprise or anger in her voice.

“Because Charlie loves you. Because when I see him looking at you I know I’ll never see him look at me that way. Because me, I’m just me. But you . . . you’re like the sun and everything is revolving around you, wishing it could get just a little bit closer.”

Tara wrapped her fingers around the hourglass and yanked hard, breaking the chain. She held the broken necklace out to Reggie, who stared at it, unsure what to do. Finally, Tara grabbed Reggie’s hand, pried her fingers open, and placed the hourglass in her palm.

“And part of me has always loved you,” Tara said. “It’s kind of fucked up and ironic, isn’t it? Charlie loving me, you loving him. You hate me for being me, and me, all I’ve ever wanted was to be more like you. The normal girl who draws these totally amazing pictures and has this glamorous movie star mother and lives in this cool castle of a house.” Tara stood up and crossed the floor to the trapdoor. “It’s kind of a shame, isn’t it?” she asked. “That none of us ever got what we wanted.”

“Can I ask you something?” Reggie said.

Tara shrugged. “You’ve got the hourglass now. You get to make the rules.”

“Was it real? When Andrea McFerlin got inside you? When they told you stuff ? Did you really hear the voices of dead women?”

Tara picked at a tear in the sleeve of her shirt. She seemed so . . . so broken, to Reggie right then. A cut-up girl held together with safety pins and staples.

“I thought I did,” Tara said. “But now I’m thinking maybe it was just me. Maybe they’re all just me.”

She lifted the trapdoor and slid through it. Just like that, she was gone, leaving Reggie with the little hourglass, which she kept turning in her hand, watching time run out over and over.


Chapter 47

October 23, 2010

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

“BITCH,” HE GURGLED, PLACING a hand over the gash on the side of his neck. Blood pumped out between the fingers he’d wrapped over the wound. With his right hand, he reached for the tools on the tray, grabbing what looked like a hacksaw—the tool Reggie knew he’d intended to use to cut off her hand. He lunged forward with it, sinking the teeth into Reggie’s neck. She screamed, twisted away, which made the blade bite harder into her skin. Using both hands, she grabbed the metal frame of the saw and pushed up, away from her neck, relieving the pressure, getting it off before it went too deep. He took his left hand off his neck, the blood coming out in spurts now, and tried to regain control of the saw, but his hands were slippery, and she jerked it away. Reggie threw the saw, hearing it clatter against the cement floor, but unable to see where it landed.

He came at her again, with bare hands this time, wrapping them around her neck, his fingers warm and sticky. She was amazed by their strength. She felt as if he’d completely crushed her windpipe. The blood on his hands mixed with the blood seeping from her own neck, half of their DNA matching. Father and daughter.

And she felt him inside her then; not the calm, rational man she’d known all her life, the one she went to with all her troubles, but the dark man, the killer, Neptune. She was Neptune’s daughter, and she knew, at that moment, that she, too, carried the power to kill.

Clawing at his wrists and arms, she tried to loosen his grip, but it only got tighter. She bucked her hips, swung her knees, trying to connect, knock him off of her or at least distract him. The blood from his neck dripped down onto her chest, soaking her silk blouse.

“You’re just like your mother,” he said, spitting the words out.

Reggie wanted to answer, to give some kind of witty response, famous last words, but without air and with a crushed throat, speaking was impossible. For the first time in years, she wanted to be just like her mother. She wanted to be the kind of person who loved someone so fiercely, she would do anything to protect her.

She thought of her mother, trapped in that little apartment all those years, playing the good and happy wife, chain-smoking, downing glass after glass of gin, having nothing but memories and the television to keep her company most of the time.

She felt light-headed, and things began to turn gray and fuzzy, as they had once upon a time when Tara had choked her. The strength seeped from her limbs.

She could see it so clearly now, Tara’s face above her own. I’m Neptune. Why do I do what I do?

Then she felt herself floating up, leaving her body. She looked back down and saw herself on the floor, eyes frantic, mouth in a grimace of pain and fear as he strangled her with his delicate hands. Only it wasn’t just herself she saw, but all the women he’d killed, the faces changed, clicking through like images on a child’s viewfinder: Candy the waitress, Ann Stickney, Andrea McFerlin—all of them with that same wild-eyed look of terror.

And she understood it then. This was why he did what he did. It was the look on their faces in these last moments, the power he must have felt just then, their lives fading in his hands. At last, for a few brief minutes, he got Vera back for all the times she’d rejected him, laughed in his face.

As the grayness faded toward black, as the scene below her became more abstract, less personal, and the relief of just giving up began to take over—Reggie suddenly snapped back into her own body, and it was Tara’s face she saw rising above her. Not the Tara of her childhood, but the grown-up version, battered and bruised, chin covered in blood. She was standing behind Neptune, and she had something in her left hand, something narrow with a metallic tip. She raised it above her head, then slammed it down into Neptune’s back, let out a strangled grunt of effort. The screwdriver.

Reggie could hear George’s voice in her head—not the Neptune George, but the George who’d taught her to read a plan and to fix her bicycle: There’s a right tool for every job.

He released his grip on Reggie, and air rushed into her aching throat. He twisted, tried to rise, but staggered back down, weak from all the blood he’d lost. Reggie sucked in oxygen raggedly, her wits and strength coming back with each breath. Neptune was down on his knees, one hand on his leaking neck, the other reaching uselessly around to his back as he groped for the screwdriver lodged between his shoulder blades like the key of a broken wind-up toy. Tara stepped back out of his way, watching him with narrowed eyes and bared teeth, as if she would go for his throat with nothing but her fangs if necessary. Reggie struggled to a sitting position, looked him in the eyes. It wasn’t terror she saw there, but stunned disbelief. Then his body crumpled forward.

It was over.


Afterward

November 1, 2010

Brighton Falls, Connecticut

“DON’T YOU HAVE TO get back to work?” Tara asked. They were in Vera’s room at Monique’s Wish, the dappled late afternoon sunlight hitting the floorboards, making them glow.

Len was beside Reggie, holding her hand. He seemed hesitant to leave her for even a minute since meeting her at the hospital last week. In the old days, this would have driven Reggie mad, but now she found it comforting. She gave his hand a squeeze.

Vera had just drifted off to sleep after a confused card game that was half crazy eights and half rummy, with a touch of five-card stud thrown in. Tara kept saying it was like living inside the beginning of a bad joke—this couple sits down to a card game with two one-handed women . . . Vera and Tara had to lay their cards out, trusting no one would peek.

“I can work from here just fine,” Reggie said, gathering up the cards. “And while I’m here, I can get some repairs under way.”

Len had settled right in at Monique’s Wish, too. He’d completely charmed Lorraine and put himself to work cleaning, cooking, and running household errands. He seemed in awe of the house, said it was like living inside a giant sculpture.

“Oh,” Len said. “I almost forgot. The guy at the home center gave me some names of roofers who do slate. But I still think it would be kind of fun to do it ourselves.” He gave her a wry smile.

“I think I’ve had enough adventure for a while,” Reggie said, cringing a little at the idea of their crawling around on the steep-pitched roof. “Let’s leave the high stuff to the experts.”

Her hand went to her throat, as it had done a thousand times a day since her escape from the warehouse, feeling the bruises and cuts, which ached and itched as they healed.

In her dreams and nightmares, she was back on that cold cement floor, feeling Neptune’s hands around her neck. She woke shivering, crying out, and Len would turn on the light and hold her, say, “It’s okay. I’m here. You’re safe.” And she’d look around, see the solid stone walls of her grandfather’s castle, feel the soft weight of the Drunkard’s Path quilt covering them, and know he was right. She was safe. She was home.

“Parts of the house are in such ragged shape,” Tara said, “wouldn’t it be better to tear it all down?”

Tara wore jeans and a sweatshirt, white bandages covering the place where her right hand had been. She was already starting to talk about a prosthetic hand and had an appointment to be measured and fitted. She didn’t want just one new hand, though. She said she wanted a hand for every occasion: a hand with sequins and glitter for nights on the town; a hand covered in tattoos; a hand with a poem written across it.

“Tear it down? No way!” Reggie protested. “Not with all the work that went into building it. This place was a labor of love. My grandfather must have wanted to quit a thousand times over, but he didn’t because he’d promised his wife a castle.”

Tara smiled in her familiar, teasing way. “Romantic.”

“The idea is,” Reggie said. “But building it must have been hard as hell. Hauling all these rocks. Laying the walls up by hand.”

“It’s an amazing accomplishment,” Tara agreed. “And quite a legacy to leave behind.”

“It’s a work of art,” Len said.

“You know, I’ve been thinking,” Reggie said. “My whole professional focus has been on sustainable design, and really, what’s more sustainable than people staying right where they are? Just fixing up the houses they already have—making them more green, more energy friendly. I was thinking I might do some new projects along those lines, starting right here, with Monique’s Wish. I was up late last night sketching some ideas—a new roof with a rain catchment system and solar water heaters. Replace the windows, add a few more on the south side. Maybe radiant floor heat. I was thinking I could renovate the attic, make it a workspace for while I’m here. Add some dormers and skylights, maybe.”

“Ambitious,” said Tara.

“That’s me,” Reggie said, smiling.

“What about the project you’ve been working on,” Tara asked, “. . . the little snail house?”

“The Nautilus is on the back burner for now,” Reggie said. She was less sure now about her idea that people were better off as nomads, wandering from place to place with their homes on their backs. Maybe Len had been right all along: home was a solid place where you put down roots; where the walls held memories and your family gathered around you.

“I want to put all my energy into Monique’s Wish. I’m even thinking about teaching some renovation workshops here in the suburbs.”

“I think it’s great that you’re going to stick around. It’ll make a big difference with your mother. And even if she doesn’t say so, it’ll mean a lot to Lorraine.”

Reggie nodded. Lorraine had said little about George. Reggie hadn’t pushed her—her aunt had never been one to process her feelings out loud. Reggie had also decided not to tell Lorraine about George’s being her father or about a lot of the details of George’s psychosis she’d uncovered. There was only so much a person could take. The most important thing was that they were all safe. It was over at last. They had the rest of their lives to try to make sense of it, to put the missing pieces into place. But right now, there were more pressing things. Like card games and chocolate pudding with Vera.

The doctors didn’t know how long Vera had—weeks, months at the most. But whatever time they had left, Reggie was determined to make the most of it.

Reggie stood up and walked to the dresser to put the cards away. There, on top, next to the box of medicines, was a framed picture of the old Aphrodite Cold Cream ad. Her mother, young and radiant, strangely immortal, smiled out at them, her perfect right hand holding the jar of cream. Treat Yourself Like a Goddess.

Reggie turned back to see that the real Vera had opened her eyes and was giving Reggie a slightly puzzled look.

“It’s you,” Vera said, surprised, as though Reggie hadn’t been there playing cards all afternoon.

“Yeah, Mom. It’s me.” Reggie walked over and sat down on the edge of the bed, smiling down at her mother.

“You’re here,” Vera said.

Reggie took her left hand, gave it a squeeze. “Where else would I be?”
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