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For my mother, who taught me to believe in ghosts
 And my father, ever skeptical





Contents


Prologue: November 7, 2002



Part 1: Now and Then Spring, 1971 - November 7–16, 2002



    1: Late April, 1971



    2: November 7, 2002



    3: Late April, 1971



    4: November 8, 2002



    5: Early May, 1971



    6: November 10–13, 2002



    7: Late May, 1971



    8: November 14, 2002



    9: Early to Mid-June, 1971



    10: November 15, 2002



    11: June 16, 1971, and Sometime in the Fall of 1973



    12: November 15 and 16, 2002



Part 2: The Last Days November 17, 2002 - June 16, 1971



    13: November 17, 2002



    14: November 17, 2002



    15: June 16, 1971



    16: November 17, 2002



    17: November 17, 2002



    18: November 17, 2002



Part 3: November 24, 2002



    19: November 24, 2002





Acknowledgments



About the Author



Books by Jennifer McMahon



Copyright



About the Publisher








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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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.
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