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      When
young Gus LeGarde befriends Tully, a cranky old hermit in the woods who speaks
to an Indian spirit, he wonders if the man is nuts. But when the spirit rattles
tin cups, draws on dusty mirrors, and flips book pages, pestering him to find
evidence to avenge her past, things change fast. What Gus doesn’t understand is
why his mother hates Tully and forbids him to see the old man. What could Tully
have possibly done to earn this distrust?


      


      Faced
with long-buried family secrets and danger, Gus summons courage beyond his years
in this poignant and powerful telling of the sultry summer of 1965.
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Reviews


 


You’re about to dive into Don’t Let the Wind Catch You, book 6 in the LeGarde Mystery series. If you enjoy it, I hope you’ll consider leaving a review on Amazon. It doesn’t have to be long or fancy—just a few lines about what you liked best or how the book made you feel is perfectly fine.


Thanks in advance for taking a few minutes to write a short review!


 





Dedication


 


To my wife, Dale, who spent many of her own childhood days with me on horseback riding through deep woods on her palomino gelding, Sir Galahad. Although our riding days are over in this lifetime, I can't wait until we get to do it all over again on the next go ‘round.


Just for the record, Lord, next time I’d like a black Morgan, just like Pancho.





Chapter One


 


We crept toward the old shack on our bellies, crab crawling over moss and leaves. Elsbeth breathed softly to my left, just out of sight. Siegfried took the lead, several feet ahead of me. Behind us, the horses stood tethered to maple saplings; they munched steadily on sweet leaves with a rhythmic crunching sound, their tails swishing against the sting of deerflies.


"Gus?" Elsbeth's whisper glanced off the air. "Do you think anyone lives here?"


I pressed a finger to my lips. "Shh. I think I heard something." I was glad I'd left Shadow at home. That little beagle would've betrayed us, running all over the woods baying at every new scent he found.


Siegfried raised a hand, signaling us to stop. He'd heard it, too. It was a keening sound, a high-pitched wail that was speech but not speech, closer to song, but with no melody I recognized.


Ice crawled down my spine and tingled in my toes. My heart pounded against the soft earth. I chanced a look at Elsbeth, whose eyes had gone wide with what some people might think was fear. But I knew better. Excitement lurked behind those big brown eyes. She didn't scare easily now that she was eleven.


Wood smoke escaped the chimney in a lazy tendril, spreading into pewter softness that filled the air with the aroma of campfires on cold winter mornings. Whoever lived in this remote, ramshackle cabin must have just started a cooking fire, for the scent of wood smoke was soon followed by the clanging of a cast iron pan and the distinctive scent of bacon.


Siegfried glanced back at us, motioning toward a tumbled-down stone wall. He hopped to his feet and scrambled toward the cabin, chest tucked tightly to his knees. Although I was a full year older than the twins, I often let Siegfried lead. He was the one with the compass and the navigational skills, and often took us on excursions into the forests behind the Ambuscade.


While we lay on our bellies watching the cabin, I couldn't help but remember snatches of Mrs. Wilson's history lessons last year. Even though we'd often played around the Ambuscade Monument, which was back in the field we'd just crossed, I really hadn't appreciated the importance of the area until she started sharing the story.


She told us George Washington sent John Sullivan and his men to fight for the settlers in 1779. They'd attacked the Indians, and had burned villages, cut down apple orchards, and destroyed families. It had been a real slaughter.


But it was hard to know who to root for, because some of Sullivan's men had been later ambushed by British troops and some Iroquois Indians. Fifteen men were massacred very close to where we lay. Two of the officers, Boyd and Parker, were captured and tortured in Little Beard's village in a town we now know as Cuylerville.


A plaque stands there today, marking the spot where they were tortured. Now, in 1965—a hundred and eighty-six years later—I stared at it in fascination whenever my father drove us past it on the way to Letchworth State Park.


Siegfried elbowed me and pointed to the house, where a shadow crossed the window.


I nodded and watched.


Elsbeth lay snug against me behind the stone wall. She whispered so close to my ear it tickled. "Someone's in there."


A one-sided conversation had started up inside the cabin. I strained to hear, trying to calm the heartbeat in my ears that pounded over the words I couldn't make out.


I listened to the deep male voice. Gruff and playful, he seemed to be discussing plans for the day. But no one answered him.


I scanned the area. Siegfried noticed and followed my gaze. No telephone poles or wires. No electricity. Unless he had one of those walkie-talkies like they used in the war, he must be talking to a mute person or to someone with a very soft voice.


I noticed several cracked windows and wondered why the man hadn't fixed them. The front door looked solid, made from rough planks, but the roof dipped and waved near the chimney. I imagined when it rained it probably dripped from the ceiling into buckets. Globs of tar and different colored shingles plastered the roof in various spots. A beat-up Ford pickup was parked under the trees in the back.


Siegfried crawled around the edge of the wall. We followed him, creeping closer to the side of the shack until we were directly under the window with two cracked panes.


Now we could hear better. The man's rumbling voice gave me chills.


"Why don't you want me to go?"


Silence.


"Okay. So come with me. What's the big deal?"


More silence.


The man groaned. "Nobody will see you. You can wait outside."


The twins and I exchanged puzzled looks.


 The deep voice spoke again. "What? Who's outside?"


Siegfried's eyes grew round as fireballs. I tensed. Elsbeth grabbed my arm and squeezed. Heavy footfalls thundered across the floor and the window above us flew open.


The blast of his voice came milliseconds before his head poked out. "What in tarnation are you kids doing?"


Frozen in place, we stared at the man, whose grizzled face twisted in fury. A tangled white beard hung six inches beneath his chin, resting on a red-and-white checkered flannel shirt. Black suspenders looped over his shoulders, and his gnarled hands batted the air.


He yelled louder this time. "Well, speak up! What the hell's going on here?"


Three crows cawed and abandoned their perch in the giant cottonwood overhead.


Elsbeth spoke first, shocked into her native language. "Es tut mir leid."


When the man squinted his eyes in confusion, she recovered.


"Um. Sorry, sir. We didn't think anyone lived here."


We scuttled backwards on our hands and feet, our backsides scraping the earth like bouncing bulldozers. Siegfried jumped up and pulled his sister to her feet.


I stumbled back against the stone wall, ramming my spine against it. I winced, scrambled to my feet and stared at the ground. "We're sorry, Mister. We were looking for a fort."


The sound of a rifle cocking made me look up again. A long barrel poked out the window, aimed at my chest.


"If you kids aren't gone by the time I count to five, you're dead meat. Now scat!"


I don't know if he actually counted or not. The blood rushed in my ears and drowned out all sounds. We raced to our horses, swung onto their backs, and galloped down the woodland trail to safety.





Chapter Two


 


Pancho thundered beneath me in a steady gallop, close behind the twins’ mounts, Frisbee and Golden Boy. Branches whipped my arms and face. I leaned down on my horse's neck and twisted my fingers into his thick black mane. Heat prickled beneath my bare legs. I gripped harder and the woods flew by in a blur. 


Pancho passed Siegfried's pinto, so close that Sig and I bumped elbows. When we blew past Golden Boy, Elsbeth shot me a smile. It was then I realized she wasn't scared at all by our near escape—she was enjoying herself.


Pancho had taken the bit before, but this time we were riding in the direction of home, and he took full advantage. Lowering his head, he hardened his mouth and pulled the reins out of my hands.


Somehow, I didn't care. The faster we got away from the bullets I was sure were flying toward us, the better.


When we reached the clearing near the Ambuscade, I regained control of my horse. Slowing him to a walk, I slipped off his back and flopped to the grass. I dropped the reins and my trusty black gelding began to graze as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. Breathing hard, I rolled onto my back. "Holy mackerel. I've never been so scared in my life."


Elsbeth slid from Golden Boy's back and tied him to a fencepost. Sig did the same with Frisbee, and they joined me on the grassy hill.


"How did he know we were out there?" Elsbeth turned to me. "And who was he talking to?"


Siegfried was quiet for a moment, but I could see his brain working furiously behind half-closed eyes. "Maybe he has a prisoner in there. And their mouth was gagged. That's why we couldn't hear their answers."


I sat up. "But he heard the answers, right? He was really talking to someone."


Sig's mouth twisted. "Ja. I guess so."


When Elsbeth turned on her stomach, her dark brown curls fell forward, nearly obscuring her face. Her cheeks still flushed pink from our gallop to safety. "I think it was a psychic child, his only daughter who can read minds and make spoons bend. She sensed we were outside and told him. Maybe she told him in his head. She didn't even need to talk." Her eyes flashed with excitement, even though Siegfried seemed to dismiss the theory with a half head shake.


"It could be." I rolled onto my stomach beside her, finally catching my breath. "Or maybe he was talking to a ghost. What the heck was that weird singing sound, anyway?"


Siegfried snorted and ignored my question. "Let's face it. It's more likely he was delusional. He imagines a friend is with him. He is so lonely he had to make one up. And he has conversations with them on a regular basis."


"That would make him nuts," I said.


Siegfried looked at me as if I were a slow student. "Ja, precisely."


Elsbeth combed her hands through the deep grass, looking for the elusive four-leaf clover. "There's just one problem with that idea."


Sig sat up and challenged her with his startling blue eyes. "What? It's a perfect theory."


She pulled her knees close to her chin and narrowed her eyes as if she were about to reveal a secret. "If he's crazy, how'd he know we were out there?"


Siegfried and I exchanged a glance. I sat up and brushed dirt from my knees. "She's right. He came right over and found us. And we hadn't even made a sound. We were so quiet. And he was shouting about us even before he saw us."


Siegfried was reaching now, and his hesitant words betrayed his doubt. "Maybe he had a trip wire somewhere. We might have crawled right over it and set an alarm off inside."


Elsbeth knew she had him. "Nein. We were sitting under the window listening to him talk with whoever it was for quite a while. We didn't move, remember? And it took at least five minutes for him to realize we were there."


I looked at Siegfried, who had gone silent. "She's right. But I still don't get it. I'm not sure there's such a thing as psychic abilities."


Elsbeth jumped to her feet and headed for Golden Boy. She untied his reins, grabbed a fistful of mane, and swung onto his broad back. "We'll find out next time, anyway."


Siegfried got up and headed for Frisbee, who skittered away from him for a few feet. Even the horse seemed nervous. "Next time?"


"Ja. When we go back to investigate."


I chuckled and vaulted onto Pancho's back. Although I didn't relish the idea of returning to the shack, I wasn't surprised by her bravado. She'd been showing signs of feistiness over the past few months that made my heart swell with pride.


I turned Pancho's head and squeezed his bare sides with my legs, leaning forward to urge him into a canter. "Come on. We'll be late for dinner. Race ya to the road."


We covered the ground where Boyd's men had been slaughtered, and I almost thought I heard the screams of the men being ambushed by the Indians and Brits. I pressed Pancho's sides tighter and pushed him into a gallop. I didn't want to linger where ghosts walked.





Chapter Three


 


Pancho slowed to a trot when we approached home. He leaned into the curve and automatically turned down our winding dirt driveway. I'd said goodbye to the twins a quarter-mile down the hill. They'd cut across a shorn alfalfa field toward the farmhouse they'd lived in since their family moved to East Goodland, New York from East Germany seven years ago. I still pictured them slipping beneath an actual iron curtain when they escaped to freedom.


If Siegfried and Elsbeth were late for dinner, they didn't eat. Their father, a hardworking man, was the strictest father I'd ever known. He believed in spanking—which my parents only pretended to do—and his punishments were severe. When Siegfried forgot his homework one day, although he had an "A" average in every subject except gym, Mr. Marggrander assigned two weekends of backbreaking weeding as a reprimand. Siegfried never forgot his homework again.


I gazed at our old place with affection when the house, barn, and carriage house came into view. I also felt a bit of guilty pleasure, knowing my parents would never make me go hungry or beat me for a disobedient act. I felt safe and secure in this world, and knew whatever I did—right or wrong—my parents would always stand behind me.


Pancho headed toward the barn, turning into the main aisle before I had to guide him. I slid off his sweaty back and landed on my once-white PF Flyers with a light thump. He lowered his head for me to take off his bridle; and with the reins still around his neck so he wouldn't bolt for the field, I pulled the leather halter over his ears. He knew it was dinnertime, so he was especially cooperative.


He nudged me with his big head, pushing into me until I rubbed his ears and scratched inside them where the bugs had bitten him. When he was satisfied, I put him into his stall, which opened into the fenced field beyond. Following my daily routine, I went into the main aisle to scoop grain from the barrel for his dinner. In order to reach the low grain level, I had to lean over with my feet flailing in the air.


The sweet mixture of cracked corn, oats, and special vitamins smelled of molasses when I poured it into his bin. "Here you go, boy. Eat up."


I didn't have to encourage him. He never hesitated, and this time as always, he dove into the corner bucket with gusto, munching with a hypnotized expression of joy in his eyes. I grabbed a ragged terry towel my mother had donated to the barn and dumped some Absorbine Junior Liniment on it. In broad sweeping strokes, I ran it over his neck, back, and especially around his legs. He looked fat and sassy, all glistening and plump in just the right places so he was an exceptionally comfortable bareback ride. He liked the feeling of the cloth on his neck, and pushed against me when I stroked beneath his thick mane.


After he was rubbed down, I refilled his water bucket in the stall as well as the large tub in the pasture, and then threw him a few flakes of hay. He didn't really need it since the field was lush with grass, but I liked to give him a little every day just to be sure.


"See you in the morning, Pancho Villa. Sleep tight."


He stuck his nose in the water bucket and played with the liquid, sloshing it around and snorting.


"I'll take that as a thank you."


Four cats followed me around the barn, mewing and circling my ankles. Momma Kitty, a beautiful longhaired calico, led her three babies to the empty food dish, where she mewed again and looked up at me with recriminating eyes.


"Sorry, kitty. I'll fill it up." I poured a bag of Purina Cat Chow into her bowl until it overflowed and then refilled their water dish.


My stomach rumbled when I ran inside. I felt like I could eat ten hamburgers. "I'm home!" I slammed the screen door and—as usual—forgot to take off my dirty sneakers. Shadow barreled into me, jumped onto my legs, and licked my hands with a snuffling little whine, telling me how upset he was that I'd left him home alone.


My mother stood at the stove, yellow apron tied around her sky blue housedress. "Go wash up, Gus. It's almost time to eat. And take those smelly shoes outside."


"Sorry, Mum."


My father poked his head around the corner from the great room. The evening paper crinkled in his hands. "Gus? Did you rub down your horse?"


I nodded and backtracked to the screen door, kicking off my sneakers and tossing them onto the porch. "Of course, Dad."


"And did you feed him?"


I rolled my eyes, but just a little. I didn't want to get into trouble for being fresh. "Yup. And the cats, too. Everything's done."


A look of satisfaction swept over him. "Good boy. Okay, do as your mother says. Wash up and come right back down. The roast beef smells good, doesn't it?"


The aroma had tantalized me since I entered the kitchen. "With mashed potatoes, Mum?"


She nodded, stirring a small pot of gravy with a wooden spoon. "Uh huh." A glimmer of a smile touched the corners of her mouth. "And fresh-picked green beans."


I raced upstairs, splashed warm water on my face, lathered up my hands with Ivory Soap, and threw on a clean pair of jeans and a fresh shirt. I knew if I didn't change clothes, I'd smell way too horsey for the dinner table after riding all day and working in the barn that morning. Skipping down the stairs two at a time, I ran into the dining room, where both parents already sat with their hands on their laps, waiting for me.


My father said grace—mercifully short—and we dug into the meal.


Shadow sat patiently under the table, his head pressed against my knee.


My mother was the best cook in Livingston County, and maybe even in all of New York State. I ate like Pancho, with gusto, slipping a few little pieces of beef and bread to my canine buddy when I could. When I finished my chocolate pudding with whipped cream piled on top, I pushed back from the table and covered a burp. "'Scuse me." I folded my napkin and looked first at my father, then my mother. "Mum? Dad? I have a question."


They both stopped in the middle of their pudding and looked at me with expectant smiles.


"Do you know who lives in the woods in that cabin behind the Ambuscade? He's an old hermit, lives by himself, I think."


My father took a zealous interest in his pudding.


My mother went white. She collected herself, exchanged a worried glance with my father, and lied to me for the first time in my life. "No, darling. We don't know who lives there. But that's private property. You shouldn't trespass in those woods."





Chapter Four


 


That night, as always, I read in bed to the sounds of crickets chirping outside my second story window. July had arrived in a blaze of heat, and the first two weeks of my summer vacation had already flown by. I was disappointed we weren't spending the whole summer at my grandparents' fishing camp in Maine. The replacement pharmacist my father had been training to take over for July and August had suddenly quit due to a serious health concern my father didn't share with me. I wondered if it were the dreaded cancer or something equally awful that people only whispered about. Dad had cancelled our vacation and stayed home to tend to the pharmacy, and our lakeside summer was put off until next year. I already missed the cry of the loons and the clear green water, but was determined to have a great summer in spite of it.


I closed my Hardy Boys mystery and wondered if Elsbeth and Siegfried were whispering about the old hermit. Their bedrooms were next to each other, and Elsbeth told me they often sneaked into one another's room at night to talk.


A stab of jealousy hit me. I had no siblings, and was especially envious of the twin bond they shared. I wished I had someone to talk to, other than my faithful beagle. Regardless, I stroked his smooth long ears and continued our one-sided conversation. I'd been telling my dog about the hermit, and it really seemed as if he was listening.


As if to let me know he understood, Shadow shoved his quivering cold nose into my armpit, making me erupt in peals of laughter.


He lifted his face and lapped my cheek with his soft tongue. I turned my mouth away so he wouldn't lick me on the lips.


The door opened and my mother came to my bedside. "What's going on in here? It's after ten, Gus."


Her voice sounded weary, and I wondered if she and my father had been discussing the hermit. There was something in her eyes that made me nervous. She'd lied to me, earlier. I knew it like I knew every rock, tree, and turn of the trails in our woods. She'd gone white as a sheet, had averted her eyes, and she had talked in that weird company voice she used when she answered the telephone. Almost too polite. Not like her usual mother voice.


"Sorry, Mum. G'night."


She smoothed my blanket and leaned down to kiss me. "'Night, honey. Sweet dreams."


 She swished out of the room, still in her pretty dress, but wearing no shoes. The sound of her feet padding softly on the floor was familiar and comforting. I turned over a corner of my page, realizing Miss Gifford, our librarian, would frown that I'd not kept the bookmark she gave me for my summer reading list. Actually, Shadow had chewed it up on the first day of vacation. I'd scolded him, but he'd just looked smug and smiled his doggie smile. The Hardy Boys mysteries weren't on the summer reading list, but I was hooked and wanted to read at least one in between all the other boring books on the list.


I clicked off the lamp and turned on my side to face the window. Shadow repositioned himself in the crook of my knees, curling into a warm ball that pressed against me. Moonlight flooded the room, spilling silvery light over the bare floorboards.


I fell asleep to visions of the old hermit floating around the sky with Casper the Friendly Ghost.


***


My father dropped me off at Oscar and Millie Stone's house in Goodland Station at ten sharp the next morning. He hadn't mentioned the hermit, although I was dying to ask him why it was such a touchy subject. He'd talked about baseball, movies, and Shadow's upcoming vet appointment with such speed and intensity it seemed he was trying hard to keep me from asking anything. And I could tell he was uneasy, because his right eye kept twitching.


"Dad?"


He put the Oldsmobile into park and turned to me. His face tensed, as if he were braced for something. "Yes, son?"


I couldn't do it. I couldn't upset him more. I patted his arm and grinned. "Pick me up at twelve-thirty, okay?"


The smile spilled out of him. "You got it, sport. Do a good job on the lawn, now."


I fake-punched him in the arm. "I always do, Dad."


I grabbed my piano music from the seat. We'd been trading piano lessons for lawn mowing since last fall, when the octogenarian Elsbeth and I used to take lessons from had been admitted to a nursing home for heart problems. I had been upset about Mr. Mandelbo's condition, and we'd visited him a few times in that awful place that smelled of antiseptic and had a frightening collection of very sick old people in beds and wheelchairs. I'd overheard my parents say he probably would never leave the home, and I'd felt just awful for him. 


I trotted up to the Stones' white farmhouse, patted Pierrot, their little white poodle who greeted me on the porch, and opened the screen door. Millie always told me to just walk in, and after years of polite knocking, I'd finally overcome my hesitancy. William, their sixteen-year-old son, greeted me from the dining room where he sat doing a puzzle with his father. I could hear his beak-shaped nose whistling from where I stood. It always made that curious sound when he concentrated on projects, especially when he worked on his car models.


"Hey, squirt. How's it going?"


Oscar picked up a puzzle piece and smiled at me over his bifocals. "Good morning, Gustave."


I nodded toward both of them. "Morning."


William motioned toward the parlor. "Mom's waiting for you in there."


"Thanks." I hurried into the room where Millie sat at the piano, rearranging sheet music. I wondered if we'd start a new piece today, and felt a twinge in my stomach. My sight-reading was horrible. I could do a passable job once I memorized the notes and fingering, but cold sight-reading made me all nervous and sweaty.


"Good morning, sweetie. How are you?"


I slid beside her onto the bench. Millie always smelled of rose talcum powder, and the familiar scent relaxed me. "I'm fine, thanks."


She nodded and rubbed the back of one hand with the other. They'd started to get twisted and bumpy in the past few years, and my mother had mentioned something about her arthritis worsening. She said in time we'd have to search for another teacher. I hated that idea. But you could tell her hands hurt when she played. She always tried to cover it up, but I noticed her wincing.


Her eyes caught mine with a flash of warmth. "Ready?"


I nodded. "Uh huh."


"Okay, let's start with your Mozart sonata."


I worked hard to focus on the notes. Millie corrected me gently when I stumbled or hesitated. She helped with my fingering to make awkward passages easier and lifted my wrists when they slumped.


When we moved to a new Chopin nocturne, I tensed. Millie played it once for me, and I realized Elsbeth had learned the piece last year. I remembered it from her recital in April. The memory helped me feel it out, and Millie let me read one hand at a time, which made it easier. I tried the right hand four times, and the left two times, which was pretty typical for Chopin. Dee dum dum, dee dum dum. One-two-three, one-two-three. When I put the hands together, I stumbled a lot. But I knew eventually I'd get it.


Millie glanced at the wall clock when the half hour was over. "You're improving, dear. You'll master this in time. Once you have the notes down, we'll work on the nuances and emotion. This is a very strong piece; it will tear your heart in two when you play it correctly."


I didn't think I wanted that to happen. "I remember the way Elsbeth played it at the recital," I said. I closed the sheet music and shuffled it into a neat pile.


Her eyes turned dreamy. "That girl has quite a gift. It's very satisfying to have a student like her." She looked down at me and came back to earth. "Not that you aren't a good player, dear one. You are." She leaned down and kissed my cheek.


"It's okay. I know how she plays. It's a lot better than me." I chuckled. Elsbeth was far better than I'd ever be. And I didn't care. I was proud of her, and figured some day I'd find out what my own talents were. Right now, I could run really fast, play a mean game of checkers, and ride bareback better than any kid I knew. Even if Pancho tried to buck me off—like he did when he got stung on his belly by a hornet last week—I stayed glued to his back. I was pretty proud of that, and figured I'd win the Sit-a-Buck class again in the 4H horse show in August. The judge stuck fake dollar bills under your thigh, and made you trot and canter around the ring bareback. The last kid to lose his buck won, and I'd won three years in a row. I kind of liked baseball but wasn't very good at it. But I could eat six hamburgers on an empty stomach, which was more than Siegfried could manage, and he was taller than me.


Oscar appeared behind me and put a hand on my shoulder. "The mower is all gassed up, son. It's in the garage."


I took the hint and stood up. "Yes, sir."





Chapter Five


 


William sat at the dining room table looking glum. He'd broken his ankle while trying to skateboard down Goodland Hill Road last winter, and it still hadn't healed right. They said he'd need another operation, and it would probably wreck the rest of summer vacation for him. He frowned and inserted another puzzle piece. "Don't forget behind the garage. You always forget that part."


I bristled. "I won't. And it was only that one time, William. I haven't forgotten it in ages."


Millie followed me toward the kitchen, patting her tight curls. "Oh, honey. You do a fine job. Don't you pay him any mind. He's just cranky because he's stuck inside."


I knew he was mad because he couldn't run and play. Who wouldn't be?


He ignored me and frowned at the pile of puzzle pieces.


Millie took my arm and walked me to the kitchen. "Be sure to come back inside for lunch, dear. I made egg salad with green olives. And we have some of those potato chips you like so much."


My stomach growled. I hadn't eaten anything in hours. I laid my sheet music on the kitchen counter, but lingered at the back door watching Millie. She bent over a little as if her back hurt, and reached behind and rubbed a spot on her spine. "Oh, dear. Sitting on that piano bench gets harder and harder."


I took a step toward her. "Are you okay?"


She lowered herself onto a padded chair next to the round breakfast table. "I'll be okay, honey. But thank you for your concern. Come sit beside me for a minute."


I perched on the chair beside her and watched her face relax. "Better?"


"Yes." She stood slowly and reached for her teakettle. "The pain passes in time."


I watched her set the kettle to boil on a gas burner. "Would you like something to drink before you start?"


"No thank you." I scuffed one of my sneakers back and forth on the linoleum floor, trying to work up the courage to ask her about the hermit. "Millie?"


She reached for a bag of Earl Gray in the cabinet and took a tea strainer out of the drawer, busying herself with the familiar routine. "Yes, dear?"


"Do you know who that old hermit is who lives in the woods behind the Ambuscade?"


She dropped the steel tea ball and it rolled to my feet. I caught it with my foot and returned it to her. Her eyes avoided mine. "Why yes, dear. That's Mr. Zachariah Tully. We went to high school together."


"Mr. Tully?"


She regained her composure. "Yes. Why do you ask?"


"What's wrong with him? Why does he live all alone in those woods?"


She took a teaspoon from the silverware drawer and set it beside a fancy cup and saucer with violets painted on the sides. "Well, honey. He's been through some tough times, poor man." She turned to me and put a hand under my chin. "You just leave him be now. He wants to be alone, and folks in town try to respect his wishes."


William hopped into the kitchen with his crutches. He waved a crutch at me. "Better get out there, squirt. Your dad will be back before you even get started."


I tried not to roll my eyes. I had plenty of time. But William liked bossing me around, especially in front of his parents and other kids. Sometimes he could be a pal, and at other times he made me feel really dumb.


"I'm going."


He followed me out to the garage, clumping along the grass path with surprising agility. The lanky teenager stood a good foot taller than me. He poked me with one of his crutches, hopping back a few steps to catch his balance again.


"Why were you asking about old man Tully?"


I backed the ancient mower out of the garage and unscrewed the gas cap. "I dunno." The tank was full, just like Oscar said. Iridescent colors swirled inside and the level sloshed a bit from being rolled over uneven grass.


He came closer and practically breathed in my ear. "No. Really. Why were you asking about him?" He spoke in a low voice, looking back at the house as if he didn't want his mother to hear.


Startled, I looked up and stepped back. "The twins and I found his shack in the woods. We thought it was abandoned it looked so crummy. But he was inside, and he yelled at us."


"Listen, squirt. Tully's crazy. There's something not right with him. I've seen him in town. He talks to invisible people. He wears clothes with holes in them. There's something really spooky about him."


I looked up in surprise. "I know! We heard him talking to someone in the cabin, but couldn't figure out who was in there with him."


"Probably nobody. But you should steer clear of him, you hear me?"


I watched his face, sensing he knew more than he was telling me. "What else, William? Do you know why my parents acted so upset when I asked about old man Tully?"


He scooched closer. "I'm not sure. I think something really bad happened years ago."


"Like what?"


"I think it had to do with your grandfather Wright."


I blanched. I'd never known my mother's father. Marlowe Wright died before I was born, and we didn't talk about him much. Grandma Sarah had moved to Miami ten years ago, and I only saw her on the occasional holiday when she felt up to flying to the Finger Lakes region. "Really? Are you sure?"


He looked back at the house again. "Shh. They don't like to talk about it, especially around your mother."


"Why?" Visions of my grandfather being a crook raced through my head. Had he disgraced the family in some way? Had he been a jailbird? Maybe Tully was his partner in crime. Maybe they'd robbed a train or a bank. But I'd seen pictures of him, and he didn't look much like a criminal. He was always laughing in the photos, with his arm around my grandmother.


"I never knew exactly. It doesn't really matter. You just stay out of those woods. I don't want to hear about you three being murdered on the eleven o'clock news." He put both crutches under one armpit to free a hand, grabbing my shoulder. "You hear me?"


I shrugged and pulled the starter cord to drown him out. No way was I listening to him. I had to find out what happened between Tully and my grandfather, and no sixteen-year-old bully would keep me from those woods.





Chapter Six


 


The next morning my mother treated us to waffles with blueberry syrup. My father—dressed in his shirt and tie for work—snapped open the newspaper and read for a few minutes while drinking his coffee.


"Well, what do you know? The Mariner 4 performed its first successful fly by of Mars."


I stuffed the last chunk of waffle in my mouth. "Did they see any Martians, Dad?"


My mother tried not to laugh. "Don't talk with your mouth full, son."


Dad folded the paper and stood. "No Martians. They just took some pictures of the planet, son." With a smile for me, he took one last sip of coffee. "I'm off to save the world." He grabbed his briefcase and keys from the hook by the door. "Or at least medicate it."


He used the same line every morning, but we always laughed. His small corner drugstore in Conaroga had kept us fed and clothed since I was born. I was proud, and loved seeing him in his white coat behind the counter when we went in to visit him. 


He was about to plant a big kiss on my forehead when Siegfried mashed his face against our screen door. I warned my father with round eyes and a headshake.


He ruffled my hair instead, saving me from humiliation. "Morning, Siegfried." Dad passed him on the way out, ruffling his hair as well. "My goodness. Someone needs a haircut."


I wanted to make a comment about my parents letting me grow my hair like his, but I stopped when I saw Siegfried's face. He edged inside the door, but didn't seem like himself. His face looked tight and he moved to my side with urgency.


"Want to go for a ride?" His eyes screamed "emergency."


"Sure." I grabbed my plate and orange juice glass and set them in the sink. Shadow trotted behind me, but I was afraid he'd get lost again in the woods. He couldn't resist the trail of every chipmunk, squirrel, and rabbit in the county. "Shadow, you stay here. See ya later, Mum."


We bolted outside with my mother's words, "Don't slam the door" in our ears. The door slammed anyway. I shouted an apology over my shoulder, and we careened into the barn.


"What's wrong?" I took him by the shoulders and stared into his widened blue eyes. "And where the heck is Elsbeth?"


He pointed to Pancho, who pushed the last morsels of his grain around in his bin. "Hurry. Get your horse."


Frisbee was tethered to the lilac bushes on the other side of the porch. Sig raced toward him.


"Wait! What's wrong?"


He skidded to a stop inside the barn door. "She's gone to the Ambuscade woods to see the hermit. By herself."


I froze for a moment, held my questions, and hurried to bridle Pancho. With a quick sweep of a rag over his neck and ears, I applied the fly spray I knew we'd need in the deep woods. I checked his feet quickly for stones, dislodged one with the hoof pick, and led him outside in less than two minutes. Siegfried had already mounted and started down the driveway, beckoning to me with an impatient hand wave.


I led Pancho outside and grabbed a hunk of black mane. With a well-practiced leap, I jumped Indian style to my horse's back and clamped my legs tight around his barrel. Gathering the reins, I urged him forward. "Come on, boy. Let's go!" He didn't hesitate, but catapulted into a fast canter to catch up with Frisbee. I moved him over to the grassy edge of the driveway to keep more stones out of his hooves, and we flew in the cool morning air toward the fast-moving haunches of the black and white pinto, already in a gallop.


A thousand questions raced through my mind, but I trusted Siegfried's judgment and knew we'd waste time by talking. When we reached the end of the driveway, Frisbee tried to turn left to go home. We always called him a "barn baby," because like most horses he loved his stall—and the food that resided within—more than he loved anything else. Siegfried pulled his head to the right and clicked his teeth. "Come on, boy. This way."


I caught up to them. Pancho tried to slow down when he reached his pal, but I squeezed my legs and leaned forward, pushing him into a faster canter. "Not here, boy. Don't stop. Come on. Let's go."


When Frisbee saw Pancho wheel out of the driveway and gallop past him, his ears pricked and he stopped fighting to go home. I glanced back and saw him dig into the ground with renewed energy. He caught up to us in seconds. We galloped side by side up Sullivan Road to the summit. Dirt flew behind us in clouds, and all we could hear was the sound of our horses' hooves pounding the dirt road.


Sig leaned low over Frisbee's neck, clutching his black and white mane between his fingers. We descended the hill and turned right on Barber Hill Road, and in five minutes we reached Maple Beach, a gently sloping two-mile tarred road that stretched from the western ridge of Conesus Lake down toward the water. The horses slowed automatically, and we trotted slowly across when it was safe. Once we reached the other side of Barber Hill, the horses picked up speed again and we galloped toward the turn for David Gray Hill Road to the Lakeview Cemetery overlooking Conesus Lake.


Up another hill and down the next, we finally made it to the access road that led to the Ambuscade. No cars were parked there, so we wouldn't be stopped for conversation by tourists or family friends.


We passed the monument, cantered up the grassy hill toward the woods, and slowed to a trot to enter the narrow forest path. Siegfried and Frisbee led the way.


I shouted to Siegfried. "How do you know she's here?"


He called back to me over his shoulder. "We fought about it last night. I told her we shouldn't come back. But she heard stories about the hermit's past from one of her girlfriends at the library after dinner last night. She mentioned him to her friend Sally Ornberger, who said she'd heard rumors about him having a broken heart."


I followed his lead when he bent down to avoid the low hanging branches and looping grape vines. "Why would she go alone, though? That's crazy."


"We had a big argument. She said someone needed to reach out to the old man. I said she should leave him in peace. This morning she was gone before we got up and left a note, saying she went for a ride."


"Weird. She wasn't even scared?"


He turned onto the path leading to the shack and twisted around with a grim smile. "My sister's not afraid of anything anymore. That's what scares me the most." The trail widened and he urged Frisbee into a trot. "Come on."


I pressed my calves against Pancho's sides and he moved into a slow jog. With renewed fear, I followed Sig into the darkening forest.





Chapter Seven


 


When we arrived at the hermit's shack, the forest seemed to wail a warning. A gust of wind blew in tight circles beneath the maple and cottonwood trees, rustling leaves and flattening clusters of ferns. Siegfried and I exchanged a nervous glance, dismounting behind the bushes near the stone wall. Elsbeth's horse wasn't in sight, but I realized she might have hidden him before she investigated the shack. No smoke curled from the chimney, and the hermit's old pickup truck was gone.


Siegfried leaned toward me and whispered close to my ear. "He's not home." 


I straightened and spoke in a normal voice. "Then where's Elsbeth?"


"I don't know. I wouldn't be surprised if she was snooping around inside."


I hopped over the stone wall and called to him over my shoulder. "Let's check it out."


Siegfried's reservations seemed to fade when I took the lead. He almost beat me to the front door.


I knocked and waited, just to be sure. Aside from the sound of a cardinal chirping in a wild cherry tree nearby, it was quiet. I pushed gently on the door to test it. It moved inward with a ragged squeak.


Sig sidled next to me and called into the cabin. "Mr. Tully? Elsbeth?"


When no one answered, I boldly walked through the door.  "Elsbeth? You in here?" In spite of my bravado, my heart danced a twisted tango and my palms grew sweaty.


Sig pushed past me and started to look around the rustic room. An enormous black woodstove took center stage, surrounded by a saggy couch, two frayed armchairs, various small tables fashioned from rough wooden planks and orange crates, a battery-operated radio, and oil lamps set on various pieces of furniture. In the corner stood a neat stack of firewood. The hermit's rifle leaned against the wall behind the front door. I shuddered when I remembered him pointing it at my chest.


A well pump protruded from a metal stand beside a wooden pie cabinet where the hermit kept his dishes. Another rough-hewn table stood near the tiny counter with salt and pepper shakers, a roll of paper towels, and a clean coffee mug on top. The rest of the cooking implements hung on a wall to the left of the front door. Two cast iron skillets, a big ladle, a soup pot, an assortment of small pots, and a red enamel coffee pot hung on hooks and nails. There was no refrigerator, and as we noticed yesterday, no electricity.


A cot hugged the back wall, with two striped woolen blankets folded neatly at the base. Three wooden storage boxes were tucked beneath the cot, probably for the hermit's clothing, since I didn't see a bureau or closet. A copy of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn lay open on the stand at the head of the bed.


"No bathroom?" I said, heading for the book.


Siegfried glanced out a back window and pointed. "Outhouse. Over there."


"Yuck." I wrinkled my nose. "They smell so bad."


"I know. But he has no power, so there's not much of a choice."


I peered out the window the hermit had opened when he yelled at us. "Where the heck is Elsbeth?" The sound of giggling wafted behind me. It was muted and soft, and almost too faint to be real. I whirled and searched the room. "Elsbeth? Are you hiding on us?"


Sig looked at me like I was nuts. "She's not here, Gus."


"Didn't you hear her?"


He shook his head and stared at me just as the laugh came again, this time from outside. His eyes grew wide and a German profanity slipped from his lips. "Scheisse! What was that?"


We ran outside and circled the house when we didn't see her out front. Sig cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled his sister's name. No one answered.


We circled back to the front of the house. My mouth dropped open when the front door swung shut. "She's inside!"


Frustrated now, I scrambled back inside, expecting to see an eleven-year-old girl with dark curls laughing at us. Instead, I saw nothing. We stood inside and listened. Siegfried looked up at the roof. "Maybe she's up there."


"Elsbeth hates heights. She wouldn't climb on the roof."


"Ja. You're right. But—" His musings stopped when the Huck Finn book started flipping pages. On its own.


The hair on the back of my neck stood up, and my feet froze to the floor. I watched the pages move, like someone had wet a finger and turned each slowly to scan the words. The room filled with the scent of peppermint, as if a specter had just unwrapped a roll of Wintergreen LifeSavers. When the weird singing began, my feet became unstuck and I flew out of the door with Siegfried so close behind I could hear his ragged panting inches from my ears.


"Schnell!" He took the lead and leapt onto Frisbee's back. Seconds after him, I flew to Pancho, pulled his head toward the dirt road, and squeezed his sides hard. "Come on, boy. Move!"


One minute into our mad dash for sanity, I pulled Pancho up short and stopped to listen. The sound of truck tires driving on the dirt road was followed by the sputter of an engine. "He's coming! The hermit's coming."


Siegfried's face turned white. He pulled Frisbee's head around and made a U-turn. "This way!" I followed him onto a less familiar trail, and leaned down to grab Pancho's mane as both horses thundered along the trail at a fast gallop. 





Chapter Eight


 


Siegfried and I finally stopped our mad flight when we arrived at a field of sunflowers. The heavy-headed stalks stretched hundreds of acres over a gently rolling hill that sloped toward the Conesus Lake basin. The view of the westernmost Finger Lake was phenomenal, showcased by two hilly ridges that cradled the shimmering basin of water.


I slid off Pancho's back and tied him to a black locust tree. He jerked his head back, loosening the reins to allow him to let reach the tall grass at the bottom of the tree.


Siegfried jumped off Frisbee's back and tethered him on a nearby honeysuckle bush.


I found a log to sit on and made room for Sig beside me. With my head in my hands, I swayed and moaned. "What the heck was that?"


Siegfried looked paler than I'd ever seen him. A scared boy sat in the place of my quiet, knowing friend. He rubbed his eyes with his hand, then ran it along his slack jaw. Without saying a word, he shook his head over and over again. Finally, he brushed back his enviably long blond hair and looked me straight in the eyes. "It's just not possible."


I slid down to the soft dirt beside the log and leaned back, closing my eyes. "I know. If you hadn't been there, I would've thought I was dreaming."


We sat quietly for a while, trying to absorb the weirdness of it all. I pulled absentmindedly on a grape vine that ran along the log, and rolled one of the leaves into a little ball. I tossed it up and down, catching it with one hand and throwing it with the other. My eyes stayed unfocused, however, and the scene kept playing itself over and over in my brain.


Visions of the Huck Finn pages flipping by themselves sent shudders of nerves down to my toes. The weird singing ended up stuck in my brain. It reminded me in a strange way of the minor tunes in Chopin's mazurkas. "It was the same weird singing we heard the first time."


Siegfried looked ill. "I know. I heard it, but it's not possible."


"Could there have been a really strong breeze blowing the door shut and turning the pages?"


He looked dubious. "I don't know."


I wanted to believe a rational explanation, but couldn't make the thought stick. "The windows were closed. But the front door was open."


"What about the singing? Could it have been from the radio?"


"It wasn't on. I checked it when we were looking around."


"Mein Gott." He stood up and paced in a tight circle, waving his arms to the heavens. "I never thought the day would come." He plopped down on the log again, turning to me with an intensity I hadn't seen since he was studying for the advanced placement tests in algebra a year ago. "Gustave LeGarde. You and I may have made history. We have been witness to the shenanigans of a real ghost."


"Holy mackerel." I thought about telling my parents, and then realized I couldn't. They'd forbidden me to enter the woods or to bother the hermit. How would they react if they knew I'd actually trespassed and gone right into his house?


Siegfried suddenly stared into the woods with an alarmed expression on his face.


"What is it?" I stood up and followed his gaze.


"Look. Golden Boy. And Elsbeth's not with him."


Without a word, we mounted and cantered toward Elspeth's gelding, who nibbled on the grass growing along a track running outside of the sunflower field.


"He looks okay." I dismounted and ran my hands down his legs, checking him for injuries. "Maybe he just got loose from where she tied him."


Siegfried shook his head. "No. Something's wrong." He walked up to the palomino and gently snagged the reins. "Come on. We've got to find her."


Pancho and I followed them into the woods near the area where Golden Boy had emerged. After a few faltering tries, we found a curvy dirt road overgrown with tall weeds.


"Do you think we should tell our parents?" I asked. Dread squirmed in my stomach, making me feel queasy.


"No. She's my twin. I feel something. We have to keep going."


I urged Pancho into a fast trot to catch up to Frisbee. Golden Boy quietly jogged in tow beside the pinto. When the trail straightened, Siegfried moved them into a canter. Pancho switched gaits without a signal. The canopy of leaves overhead opened up, letting more sunlight onto the road. We continued for another five minutes, until Siegfried stopped, holding up his hand.


We listened closely. A deerfly buzzed around Pancho's ears. A plane droned high in the sky. And when I finally figured we'd taken the wrong turn, the sound of a young girl's voice floated toward us on the air.


"Elsbeth!" Siegfried spurred his mount into a fast trot toward a clearing. Both horses wheeled around the corner, stirring up clouds of dust. I kicked Pancho and we followed close on their tails.


Elsbeth's voice sounded weak, but I made out her words. "Help. Please help me."


I saw her in the distance. She lay huddled on her side near an abandoned old house with broken windows and scores of missing shingles. We hurried to her and jumped to the ground. I reached her first, but Siegfried pushed past me to inspect the damage.


He cradled her head and whispered to her with an urgency born of fear. "What happened?"


On her forehead, a bloody gash congealed in a nasty looking puddle. Her left ankle was swollen, all puffy and purple. She tried to sit up, but couldn't.


"I was scouting around this old house, when we flushed a turkey out of the brush over there." She pointed with a shaky finger toward the woods. "Golden Boy shied—really bad—and I fell. My leg got twisted."


I scooted beside her and laid a hand on her shoulder. "Can you get up? We could boost you onto Golden Boy and get you home. You'll probably need crutches, you know."


She shook her head. "I don't know if I can get up. I feel dizzy."


Something inside me took a step toward manhood. "You'll ride with me, then." I stooped over her, put one hand under her knees and the other around her back. With one swift lunge I picked her up and carried her toward Pancho. Siegfried ran ahead and held him while I managed to slide her onto his back.


I turned to Siegfried. "Give me a boost, will you?"


"Ja. Naturlich." He laced both hands together and offered me a step up. "Up you go."


With a swift thrust, he propelled me high in the air. I landed lightly on Pancho's back, snugging behind Elsbeth, and clucked to Pancho. "Okay, boy. Let's go. Walk on, now. Nice and easy."


The sensations I felt while pressed behind Elsbeth confused me. Although I'd always been protective of her, this was different. Sweeter, it coursed through my blood and made me want to lay my head on the soft curls on her shoulder. I didn't, of course. I didn't want them to think I was a nerd.





Chapter Nine


 


On the way home, Siegfried trotted up beside us when the trail widened enough for three horses to walk side by side. He pushed his long forelock aside and peered at his sister. "What were you doing out there by that old broken down house, anyway?"


The fire burning in her dark brown eyes seemed familiar, but sparked more than usual. She turned to Siegfried. "I think we should make it our next fort. The front door looked open, and I saw some furniture in there."


Siegfried rolled his eyes. Playing house wasn't his idea of fun. He'd rather solve a complex math problem or calculate the angle of reflection of sunlight on a body of water.


I turned Pancho left at the junction heading toward the Ambuscade and leaned forward to whisper in Elsbeth's ears. "I'll check out the place with you. It would make a neat fort."


"Keen," she whispered. Her eyes thanked me for the support and my heart melted.


I caught Siegfried's eye and tried to get him to go along. "We could give it a code name, maybe bring some board games and cards up there."


"And food!" Elsbeth said. "Soda and chips and stuff."


"Yeah." I was warming to the idea and flashed a smile at Siegfried, who begrudgingly grinned in my direction.


He shrugged and his eyes softened. "I guess it could be fun."


"How about tomorrow?" Elsbeth said.


"What about your ankle?" I asked. "You won't be able to ride, will you?"


Siegfried answered for her. "Maybe if she ices it tonight, then wraps it with an Ace bandage?"


I glanced down at her purple swollen joint. "I don't know. It looks pretty bad."


She held it out from Pancho's side and inspected it. "It might work. I'll give it a try, anyway. Besides," she said, "I'd go crazy being home all day."


We skirted around the hermit's cabin, catching only glimpses of the sun winking on the bumpers of the truck and a wisp of smoke curling from the chimney. Elsbeth looked with longing at the house, but Siegfried's frown kept her quiet.


"No. We're not going in there."


She ignored him and brushed a lock of hair back from her inquisitive face to get a better look. The intensity in her eyes told me we'd better keep a close eye on her.


I couldn't keep it in any longer. "We went inside to look for you."


She swiveled around and nearly fell off. "What?"


Siegfried warned me with his eyes, but I kept talking anyway. "Yeah. The hermit was gone, and we thought maybe you were in there."


"I wasn't."


"I know. We checked it out inside, and…"


"And what?"


"We heard that weird singing again."


One dainty hand flew to her mouth. "Honest?"


"There's more." Siegfried rolled his eyes, but I ignored him. Elsbeth was my other best friend, and I wanted her in on the secret. "The ghost closed the door on us. And then she turned the pages of a book. Huck Finn."


"Mein Gott!" Her brown eyes nearly popped. "Maybe the ghost is his long lost lover!"


"Maybe."


With renewed enthusiasm, she worked on the theme. "Ja! I know he has a broken heart, because something terrible happened to him long ago. Sally told me last night. She heard it from her grandmother."


Siegfried remained quiet, plodding along with Golden Boy, who followed meekly beside him. Elsbeth turned forward again, lost in her thoughts.


So something happened to break Tully's heart. And something happened with my grandfather to upset my mother so badly she couldn't even talk about it.


My mind worked furiously.


Maybe Tully and my grandfather were in love with the same woman? Maybe Tully loved my grandmother, and my grandfather won the fight.


Then again, my grandmother was alive and well in Florida. She couldn't be flying around Tully's cabin turning pages and slamming doors.


So who was it that had scared the wits out of us in Tully's cabin?





Chapter Ten


 


It poured for the next three days. Unrelenting, gushing, nonstop rain filled our gutters, made puddles in the driveway, and even tried to seep over the sill under the front door. 


I missed my friends.


Elsbeth was housebound with her leg trussed in an Ace bandage, so she wasn't available, and Siegfried threw himself into his study of differential equations—whatever that is—so I didn't get to play with him, either. I knew he was going to try to get into some college courses in the fall, but it seemed crazy to worry about it in July. He had the whole summer to study. Thankfully, Elsbeth called a few times on the party line to speculate about Tully, but we got kicked off the phone when our neighbors needed to make calls.


My mother tried to keep me busy. Her belief that rainy days were perfect for cleaning didn't quite match my own philosophy. I'd rather sprawl on my bed with Richie Rich or Superman comics while chewing my coveted reserve of Teaberry Gum. Better yet, I'd rather read comics while rolling atomic fireballs around in my mouth. That was the best. But I'd finished off the five cents worth that I bought last week at the market, and knew I wouldn't get any more until my allowance on Saturday. Dad had just raised it to thirty-five cents a week, and at the penny candy store that would buy a monster bag of goodies. Problem was, he'd only let me spend half on candy. I usually spent the rest on comics and soda pop, which were five cents each. So I figured that would cover seventeen pieces of candy, two comics, and one bottle of orange soda, with three cents left over.


I stopped sweeping my bedroom floor to gaze into the distance and envision the country store where my father sometimes let me buy a bag of penny candy. I pictured a brown sack full of sweet rock candy on strings, fireballs, Sugar Babies, Tootsie Roll Pops, gum, and salt-water taffy.


"Gus? Are you done yet?" My mother leaned into my room. She'd removed the kerchief from her hair that she always wore when cleaning and had exchanged it for an apron. "Supper will be ready soon, honey."


I resumed sweeping with a brisk motion, moving the bits of candy wrappers and dust balls into a neat pile. "Yup. I'm almost done."


She watched me work for a minute. "Good boy. We're having hamburgers and corn on the cob. Your favorite."


My heart leapt. I loved corn more than anything in the world, and couldn't wait to sink my teeth into the buttery kernels. "Did you get a lot?"


"Three dozen. Think that will fill you up?"


I stooped to sweep the pile into the metal dustpan that had been my grandmother's. For a moment, I wondered about her and Tully again, but the vision of corn pushed the thoughts away. "Yeah. I'll eat it all, Mum."


She laughed with a bird-like chirp that always made me smile. "Oh, Gustave. You have to save a couple for your father and me."


With a cavalier motion, I emptied the dustpan into my metal trash bin, tossing the broom from hand-to-hand. "No problem. But I might eat all the hamburgers."


She chuckled again, snatched the broom and dustpan from me, and waltzed out the door. "Don't forget to wash up for dinner."


***


I pushed back from the table with a groan. Greasy butter coated my fingers. Crumpling my shredded napkin in my hand, I stared at the pile of cobs on my plate in a state of disbelief. I'd devoured a dozen ears of corn and two hamburgers.


My father took a sip of his coffee, and looked at me as if I were an alien. "Is that hollow leg finally filled up, son?"


I covered a burp. "Yup. What's for dessert?"


My mother looked at me in horror. "You can't have any more room in your stomach."


I stretched in my seat and looked at her with interest. "Sure I do. What are we having?"


My father shook his head. "Gloria, he's a growing boy. Give him his rice pudding."


"Rice pudding?" A grin stole over my lips. "With raisins?"


"Yes, dear. Now help me clear the table and we'll bring out the dessert."


I scooped my plate and silverware off the table and headed for the kitchen, followed closely by Shadow, who sniffed the air and wagged his tail. The corncobs would go on the compost pile, so I set them on the counter in the tin pan we used to carry scraps outside after meals. I fed Shadow the last of my hamburger bun.  He wolfed it down so fast he couldn't possibly have chewed it.


The pudding sat on the stove, divided into four fancy glass dessert cups. I knew I'd be able to eat two of them, and smiled in anticipation of the homemade warm mixture with sweet plump raisins inside. "Can I have two?" I asked.


My mother rinsed the dishes in the sink, shutting off the tap. "May I have two."


"May I?"


"We'll see how full you get, young man."


"Okay. I'll carry them out on the tray."


I positioned all four cups on a metal tray my grandmother had painted with copper colored leaves and birds. Again, my grandmother. I couldn't stop the crazy thoughts about her, my grandfather, and Tully.


"Careful, honey. Don't spill."


I forced myself to concentrate on balancing the tray, and arrived safely at the table.


Halfway through dessert, my father pushed his chair back and laid his napkin over his pudding. "Son? I've been meaning to ask you. How is Elsbeth doing? And how on earth did she hurt her leg?"


I finished the first cup and reached for a second. "Ankle, Dad. Not leg. She twisted it. Golden Boy shied at a wild turkey and she fell off."


My mother shook her head and jabbed the table with one finger to emphasize. "I told you, you children should ride with saddles. Bareback is dangerous."


My father slid his chair forward again to finish his pudding. "Now, Gloria. You and I rode bareback our whole childhood. We survived."


I smiled thanks at my father, but didn't stop eating.


My mother bristled. "André! You're supposed to side with me."


He chuckled. "Sorry, dear, I—"


A knock at the kitchen door interrupted him, and I scrambled out of my seat to see who it was.





Chapter Eleven


 


An elderly woman peered through the kitchen door window. Her frizzy brown hair was drenched where her raincoat hood didn't quite cover it.


My father slid past me and opened the door. “Can I help you?”


The woman's hand shook when she held it out to my father.  "I'm so sorry to bother you." She slumped against the doorjamb and started to slide toward the floor. Her neat leather purse dropped beside her mud-splattered shoes. "My husband—"


My father helped her to her feet and led her inside to the great room. "Please, come inside out of the rain. Have a seat." He called to my mother. "Gloria!"


I picked up the lady's purse and set it on the coffee table.


My mother hurried in from the dining room, wiping her hands on her apron. She took in the situation in one swift, appraising glance, and then rushed to the lady's side and helped her slip out of her dripping raincoat. "Oh my goodness. Are you okay?"


"Thank you, dear." Our visitor dropped into my mother's rocking chair by the fireplace. She let out a shuddering sigh, straightening her shoulders. "My name is Eudora Brown. I'm afraid I need your help."


My mother launched into company mode. "Mrs. Brown, meet my husband, André LeGarde. This is my son, Gustave. And I'm Gloria."


My father gave a quick nod, as if he had to get the social graces out of the way to make way for the real issue at hand. "Mrs. Brown. Please tell us what happened."


The poor woman hitched a sob. "It's my husband. He's in the car. His heart is weak. I told him not to get out, but I'm worried he'll try to push the car out of the mud. We're stuck on your road, about a half-mile up the hill. We were looking for…" Her voice trailed off for a moment as if she'd almost forgotten her quest. "My husband is quite stubborn. I'm afraid he'll do himself harm by trying to get the car out." She looked up at my father with hope in her weary eyes. "Can you help?"


My father barreled toward his raincoat in the kitchen and called over his shoulder. "I'll fetch him and be back in a few minutes. We can call a tow truck if your car is stuck too deep."


I hadn't realized I'd moved so close to the chair, but when my father left, Mrs. Brown took my hand in hers. "Your father's a good man, isn't he?"


I nodded with wide eyes. "Uh huh."


"Mrs. Brown? Can I get you some tea or coffee?" My mother's empathy overflowed, evident in her dulcet tones and warm blue eyes. "And Gus can get you a nice dry towel, if you'd like?"


"Thank you. Tea would be lovely. And young man, I'd love a towel so I can stop dripping on your mother's furniture."


I scurried to the laundry room, hopped up on the dryer, and pulled a soft blue company towel from the shelf overhead. Seconds later, I handed it to our guest with my mother's approval. We hardly ever touched those company towels, and she was always happy when we could use them for a real guest.


"Thank you, dear." She mopped her face and hands, and then looked at her muddy shoes. "I should have taken these off at the door."


 "Please, don't worry about the mud. Gus brings in so much dirt that I have to sweep and vacuum almost every day anyway. Why don't you slip them off and I'll find you some dry socks?"


My mother started the teakettle and returned quickly with a plate of sugar cookies she'd made the day before. I looked at them in surprise. I thought I'd eaten them all, but she must've hidden a few away from my hollow leg and me.


By the time we'd helped her remove her wet socks and shoes, the teakettle whistled and my mother brought out a cup of Lipton tea on a round silver platter with cream and sugar in fancy sterling silver bowls. She rarely used the set, and seemed a little excited to have the chance to show it off. "Cream or sugar? I could cut up a lemon, if you prefer?"


"Cream and sugar is perfect. Thank you, Gloria."


Mrs. Brown's eyes warmed and she touched my hand. "I never had a child. My career always took me so far abroad that I didn't think about it until it was too late."


My mother's hand flew to her mouth. "Oh my goodness. Eudora Brown? I thought I recognized you."


I looked back and forth between them, trying to get a clue.


My mother continued in a fast stream of words. "You're the journalist who just escaped from her kidnappers, aren't you? You used to write for the New York Times? Where was it you were held? Somewhere near India, wasn't it?"


Mrs. Brown looked down at her hands. It was then I noticed how thin she was, and how completely worn out she looked. "Pakistan. Fifteen years."


I couldn't keep quiet any longer. I remembered hearing about the famous journalist who was kidnapped and held by villains somewhere in the Middle East. There had been a special news report on it, and my father had read to us from the newspaper on the day she showed up in India at the American Embassy. "You made a daring escape, didn't you? I saw you on the news."


It felt like we were hosting a Hollywood star. We beamed at our famous guest for a few seconds, but my mother finally recovered her manners and settled down. "I'm sorry. I don't mean to act all starry-eyed. You must be exhausted. And your poor husband… I'm sure André will return with him soon."


A flash of lightning crackled outside, brightening the dark sky with a brilliant flash. Rain continued to stream down the windows.


When Mrs. Brown finished her tea and half a cookie, my mother offered her an afghan. I pulled the hassock over for our guest to set her feet on, and in seconds, she fell asleep.


We whispered for a few minutes, watching her as if she were Elizabeth Taylor, and then jumped up and ran to the door when we heard my father's car crunching gravel on the driveway.





Chapter Twelve


 


I waited for my father by the kitchen door, peering outside through the curtain and trying to see into the dark night. Rain pelted against the window, but when I squinted I saw the flicker of headlights from two cars. My father's Oldsmobile sat in its usual spot. The other car, some kind of foreign boxy number, was pulled up beside the Olds. I couldn't see my father or Mr. Brown, but it looked like the dome light was on in the Browns' car.


My mother put her hands on my shoulders and peered out the window beside me. "It's so hard to see. What's going on?"


"I don't know. It looks like Dad got their car out. It's parked over there." I pointed and let her take a closer look.


"Okay, I see it now. But where's your father?"


"I don't know. The light's on in the Browns' car. Maybe he's in there." A circle of fog formed on the window near my face. I ran my finger through it a few times, tracing my initials. "Do you think it will ever stop raining?"


"I don't—wait! There's your father."


My father tucked his head down and ran through the rain to the porch. We backed up as he burst inside and headed for the phone. "Sorry. Watch out, son. I need to get some help."


We listened while he spoke rapidly into the phone. I couldn't catch all the words, but he raised his voice at the end and I caught the last of it. "Yes. That's right. The LeGarde place on Sullivan Hill Road."


He turned to us with a face that spelled disaster. "Where's Mrs. Brown?"


We pointed to the living room and my mother put a finger to her lips. "Shh. She's sleeping."


He looked toward the room with trepidation, which confused me. Something was dreadfully wrong, but he hadn't come out and said it yet.


"Dad? What is it?"


He walked to the window and looked out, then retraced his steps and paced around the kitchen. "I'm afraid… I mean, I think…" He looked at my mother for support, but she was as baffled as I.


"André. What is it?"


He leaned against the Frigidaire and put a hand to his forehead. "I'm sorry. It's just that I've never dealt with this before. Mr. Brown was puttering around with long boards and a bag of cat litter when I arrived. Lucky he had that litter in his trunk. He was just getting the car out of the mud when I pulled up. We freed it, and he followed me back to the house. When he didn't get out, I walked to his car and knocked on the window." He pulled out a kitchen chair and sank into it. "I couldn't see inside, the windows were so fogged up. So I knocked again, but got no response."


My mother dropped into the chair beside him and paled. "Oh, no."


I backed up to the wall. My father looked as if he wished he could protect me. "I opened the door and found him slumped over the steering wheel. I couldn't find a pulse."





Chapter Thirteen


 


My mother went into protection mode, and raced to my side to cover my ears. I shied away from her and ran to my father. His slicker dripped furiously on the brick-patterned linoleum floor, and his eyes held tales of dread. He took me by the shoulders, dropped to the floor on his knees, and hugged me close. "I'm afraid he's gone, son. The ambulance is on its way, but I'm not sure if they'll be able to do much for poor Mr. Brown."


My mother came close and hunched down to put her arms around both of us, looking nervously toward the living room. "Poor Mrs. Brown. We have to wake her."


My father stood again, nervously running two fingers across his lips. "Of course." He stepped toward the door and peered out the window. "Wonder how long it'll take them to get here."


I thought I heard the distant wail of a siren, but couldn't be sure if I'd imagined it over the wail of the wind outside. Then my mother heard it, too.


"André. You'd best meet them outside. I'll wake Mrs. Brown."


My father straightened his shoulders and pulled his hood over his wavy black hair. "Right. I'll flag them down at the end of the driveway."


I followed my mother and watched her lean over Mrs. Brown, speaking softly.


"Mrs. Brown? Eudora?"


Our elderly guest moaned as if she were in pain. I wondered if she'd been dreaming about being tortured by her kidnappers. Her eyes fluttered open, and she looked up with hopeful eyes toward my mother. "Oh. How embarrassing. So sorry. Didn't mean to fall— " She stopped mid-sentence when she heard the ambulance siren. Her gaze shifted to me, and I felt moisture puddle in the corners of my eyes.


I tried to squeeze them shut against the onslaught of humiliation, and rubbed them hard to stop it. It wasn't that I even knew Mr. Brown or would cry at his funeral. It was the look of sheer panic that flooded his wife's face that hitched my breath and made me want to turn back time.


"What's wrong? Is it my husband? Where's Clive?" She got up too fast and almost tripped over the afghan at her feet. "Is he all right?"


My mother helped steady her. "Careful, now."


"Where's Clive?" A wildness entered Mrs. Brown's eyes, and she looked around in a panic, as if she could find the answers on top of our piano or behind the couch.


My mother took her arm and whispered in her ear. I watched in horror as Mrs. Brown's face went white and her legs gave out. She dropped into the seat, let out a muffled wail, then got up again and started toward the kitchen. "I must go to him." Walking faster and steadier now, she strode to the kitchen and opened the door. "Clive? Clive!"


My mother grabbed the raincoat and thrust it onto her shoulders. "Put this on, dear."


Mrs. Brown shrugged into her coat and hurried outside.


I watched as she stumbled into my father's arms and tried to push her way past the EMTs into the front seat of their little foreign car. One of the attendants turned to her, shook his head, and motioned toward the house. The flash of the ambulance's red lights pulsed strong against the wet windowpane, making it all feel even more unreal. My mother slid an arm around my shoulders.


"Should we go outside?" I whispered, half wanting to run away, and half wanting to see. "Maybe we can help her."


As if rousing herself from a bad dream, my mother looked at me as if she hadn't seen me before. "Oh, good Lord. You're right, son. You stay here, though. I'm going to try to bring her back inside."


"Can't I come? Please?" I touched my mother's arm, knowing the answer would be no.


"Heat up another kettle for me. We're going to need tea. Lots of tea."


She grabbed her nylon jacket from the hook beside the door and hurried outside, holding it over her head. Peering out the window after her, I watched while Mrs. Brown struggled against the well-intentioned hands. I turned to the stove to start the kettle, knowing I'd never, ever forget this night.





Chapter Fourteen


 


Mrs. Brown slumped in the rocker, her face frozen in a mask of despair. My mother huddled beside her on a rickety cane chair, patting the elderly woman's hands and murmuring words of comfort. I heard my father and a policeman talking in low voices through the kitchen window when I went to refill my mother's teacup. The officer was the last to leave, and I figured maybe he'd drive Mrs. Brown home when she was ready to go. Her car had been towed away by a police tow truck, and anyway, I didn't think she'd want to drive in the same car where her husband died. I put on more water to boil, and shaded my eyes to look out at my father and the cop. They stood under the cover of the porch, their yellow slickers glistening with the rain that blew sideways and splattered against our kitchen windows.


I could only imagine the awful things poor Mrs. Brown would have to endure, like planning the funeral and picking out a gravestone. I shuddered at the thought. When the teapot whistled, I poured my mother another cup and shuffled back into the living room.


Mrs. Brown's tea was untouched, cooling on the table beside her. Although she'd been motionless when I entered, she started rocking again—fast—and drew the afghan tight around her shoulders.


"Fifteen years." Her mouth quivered. "Fifteen years in that hellish place. The only thing that kept me going was the thought of my reunion with Clive." Her shoulders heaved and she suddenly looked up at me. "I had three days with him. Three days." Her eyes, so full of pain, beseeched me, as if I could turn back the clock and fix things.


Feeling totally helpless, I smiled with what I hoped looked like sympathy and not pained embarrassment.


My mother had thankfully not reacted when Mrs. Brown said "hellish." I'd feared a quick intake of shocked breath. Instead, she reached up and rubbed Mrs. Brown's back. "I'm so sorry, Eudora. It's so terribly unfair."


For the first time that evening, our guest erupted in a wail so horrible my stomach clenched and acid rose to my throat. She clutched her shoulders and leaned onto her knees, shuddering and sobbing. My mother looked at me as if she expected me to bolt. She formed the words, It's okay, honey, with her lips. I nodded and stood awkwardly by the hearth.


After a while, Mrs. Brown regained control. With a massive shudder, she wiped her eyes with a soggy handkerchief and sat back in the rocker. "No. Life isn't supposed to be fair. That's what I keep telling myself."


I wondered if she'd had to cry silently in captivity, for although her shoulders shook and her eyes streamed tears, she hadn't let out a sob or a wail until just now. Maybe the rebels hit her if she made noise? Maybe she'd had to keep silent to avoid being noticed? I watched her shiver and sniffle, wishing I knew what to say.


"Maybe I should have just stayed in that horrible place. At least Clive would still be alive."


"Oh, don't say that." My mother looked strained now, with those tired eyes she got when she'd had one of her migraines. "You couldn't have predicted this."


Mrs. Brown sighed and lifted a trembling hand to her chest. "I guess you're right. And I've been a burden long enough. I'd best get home."


"Is there someone I can call for you? Any family?"


Our guest slowly rose to her feet. "No. Well, there is, but I don't know his phone number. It's my brother. That's why we were here, I was trying to remember where his house was."


"Does he live close by?"


"I'm not sure. My memory is failing me. Things look different now. But I'm sure I'll find him in the phone book in the morning."


"Let me help you with your raincoat." My mother followed Mrs. Brown with worried eyes. "Here. It's almost dry now."


After zipping up her coat, she straightened. A look of resolve flooded her eyes. She took my hand and my mother's, and squeezed them gently. "I'll never forget you both. You've been so kind."


She left our home with the same wet gust of wind that blew her in. I watched out the window until the policeman's lights disappeared down our driveway, and although it made me feel terribly guilty, I couldn't wait to tell the twins that a man actually died in our driveway tonight.





Chapter Fifteen


 


The next morning dawned bright and warm. I cantered into the Marggranders' driveway at eight-thirty, hoping they were done with their chores so we could go for a ride and investigate the abandoned house. Itching to talk with them, I rode right up to their front porch and slid off Pancho's back. I looped his reins through the railing and hopped up to the screen door.


"Hello?" I knocked on the wooden edge of the door and mashed my face against the screen, but could only see the kitchen table and chairs. No one sat in them, but traces of breakfast dishes lay scattered there, so I grew hopeful. "Sig? Elsbeth?"


Siegfried's face slid into view from the side. "Gus! I just tried to call you, but you weren't home."


"That's ‘cause I'm right here." I grinned at him. "Can you and Elsbeth come out for a ride? Is her ankle better?"


He opened the door and motioned me inside. "Ja, naturlich. She's okay. She's doing barn chores. I have to finish these dishes."


I wrinkled my nose. "Yuk. My mom usually does them at our house. I clear the table, take out the garbage, and clean Pancho's stall." I realized I wasn't being quite truthful, and shot a rueful smile at my friend. "Well, I have to do weeding when I'm in trouble. That stinks."


He rolled his eyes, then looked nervous and shifted his gaze to the side, pointing to the living room. I saw his father's feet sticking out from his easy chair and realized Sig had to keep his feelings quiet. Rebellion of any sort wasn't tolerated in his house. Both twins had the bruises to prove it.


"Sorry," I whispered. "Let me help you finish up."


We zoomed through the dishes. I stretched out the yellow and white striped dishtowel on the oven handle to dry, and we sneaked outside without another chore being thrown at us.


I squeezed Sig's arm and pointed to the barn. "Come on. Get Frisbee. I've got lots to tell you."


I unraveled Pancho's reins, pulled his stubborn head up from the grass he was eating, and led him to the barn. Elsbeth emerged with her palomino, whose coat glistened. His white mane curled flaxen and bright in the sun.


"Guten Morgen, Gus." She looked uncommonly pretty in a turquoise top and black pedal pushers. The wound on her forehead looked yellowish around the edges, but it had shrunk considerably since last Thursday. The expected Ace bandage wrapped her delicate ankle. She pointed her toe and wiggled her foot. "Look. I'm walking again!"


"Morning. Do you need a leg up?"


 She shook her curls. "Nein, danke." She climbed from the lower rung of the fence onto the doghouse, and hopped onto her gelding's back.


I vaulted onto Pancho's back with my best acrobatic move, hoping she'd notice. "Ready?"


Her heart-shaped face, framed with masses of unruly curls, reminded me of the cherubs in an angel picture that hung over my parent's bed. "Ready. I can't wait to see the old house again."


 Siegfried raced into the barn, headed for Frisbee's stall. In seconds, he'd bridled his gelding and joined us in the driveway. "Auf gehts."


We cantered three abreast toward the end of the gravel driveway, and turned east toward the Ambuscade.


Elsbeth was the first to notice the swelling excitement in my eyes. She pulled Golden Boy to a dead stop and locked eyes with me. "Gus LeGarde. What is it? You look like the cat who swallowed the canary."


She'd always been intuitive about me, reading me like a large print book. I guess I wasn't very good at keeping secrets.


The truth burst from me, tumbling out in all its gory details. I felt an odd mixture of excitement and horror as I relived the previous night's events. Both of them peppered me with questions, looking wide-eyed and a little scared.


"I saw her on television," Elsbeth said. She urged her horse forward and our mounts followed along side. "She's a great lady. They're calling her a heroine."


Siegfried swatted a horsefly on Frisbee's neck. "Ja. She endured great suffering and pain. And she never revealed her sources. She waited for her moment to escape and finally it came. After fifteen years."


Elsbeth's face dropped. "But it's so sad. All that time, wanting to be with her beloved husband. What was his name?"


"Clive," I said.


"Ja. Clive. It's so romantic, and so horrible at the same time. A tragedy."


The word "tragedy" was a new one for her. She'd been using it for the past few weeks at every opportunity.


Our conversation stopped and aside from the birds in the hedgerows along the fields we passed, the only sound was that of the horses' hooves clip-clopping along the road. I kept seeing Mrs. Brown's face before me, and felt a little guilty for gossiping about the death of her husband.


I dropped my hands on Pancho's mane to rest them and turned around to look at the twins, who now followed me single file. "I think we should go to the funeral. Don't you?"


Elsbeth nodded. "If our parents will let us. It would be a good thing to do. To show her respect. Especially since Clive Brown died in your driveway, Gus."


"Yeah."


I'd never been to an actual funeral before, although some of the kids in school had told me about relatives who'd died. In some cases, they actually saw the dead person in an open casket. Sometimes they called it a "wake," and I never understood if they were trying to wake up the dead guy, or if they all got so bored they couldn't stay awake. It was confusing. I hoped they wouldn't do that with Mr. Brown. It just seemed too creepy.


A truck rumbled behind us, its motor growling with a familiar sound. I urged Pancho up onto a farmer's access road and led the twins onto the edge of a beet field so we wouldn't get hit or the horses wouldn't shy from the noise. After pulling Pancho to a stop, I watched the old Ford truck approach. It slowed when it almost reached us and parked on the side of the road.


Tully got out as if he had to stretch to make his body work properly. He limped toward us like the grandfather in the Hillbillies television show, his arm and shoulder hitching up as he took each step. I froze, and saw the twins' jaws drop. All three horses lowered their heads to the grass—an admittedly bad habit we encouraged—and Tully came closer. My mouth became the Sahara and flutters of nerves circled in my stomach.





Chapter Sixteen


 


Tully stopped and cocked his head to the side as if listening to someone. He raised one hand in the air and nodded. "Okay, okay. I'm going."


He limped into the field and headed for me. I wondered if I should take off at a gallop, or dismount and shake his hand. My mind was a jumble of confusion. I just sat frozen on Pancho’s back with my heart bongo drumming beneath my ribs.


Tully’s flannel shirt was rumpled and his overalls looked as if they'd been worn for a few weeks. I tried to catch his eyes to see if he was angry, but he kept them cast to the ground. Maybe it was so he wouldn't stumble. I couldn't be sure. At long last, he stopped beside Pancho's head and glanced up.


I looked into eyes swirling with pain and sorrow.


His face, etched in the same sense of loss, twisted in discomfort. "She says I should apologize for yelling at you kids." He glanced to the twins and back to me. "So, here I am. And… I'm sorry."


Elsbeth urged Golden Boy closer and slid to the ground. Without hesitating, my brave friend slipped her hand into Tully's big paw. "It's okay, Mr. Tully." She beamed up at him. "We shouldn't have been spying on your cabin."


Siegfried seemed to shake himself out of his state of inertia. "Who said you should apologize, Mr. Tully?"


Tully shrugged and acted as if we should know. He pointed a finger toward the empty air at his side. "Her. Penni. Her real name is Penaki, but I just called her Penni. With an ‘i', not a ‘y.'"


Siegfried and I exchanged a glance charged with excitement. I joined Elsbeth and looked up at the burly man. He seemed to be in pain, and reached over to lean on my shoulder. "I should have brought my cane. It's in the truck."


"I'll get it." Siegfried thrust Frisbee's reins at me and raced to the truck.


Back in seconds, he handed it to Tully, who looked over his shoulder to speak to Penni. "You were right. They are good kids." Tully repositioned himself on his cane, still holding Elsbeth's hand.


Siegfried spoke in measured phrases. "Mr. Tully? Would you mind very much introducing us to your friend?" I'd have to let him know later that he was talking to Tully as if he were a doddering old fool, or a little kid. It was kind of condescending, and I knew he didn't really feel that way. A whiff of peppermint washed the air around us.


Tully smiled at Siegfried. "She says you're the smart one. Is she right?"


Siegfried paled and took a step back. "I… I guess. I like school."


Elsbeth jumped to his rescue. "Yes, he is, Mr. Tully. He's way ahead of everyone in his grade. He's going to take differential equations from a college this fall."


He slid his hand from hers and reached up to pat her curls. "And you're the musician. Aren't you?"


Elsbeth's shoulders drew back and she stood straighter. "I'm going to be a concert pianist."


I watched with disbelief. "Sir? How do you know this stuff?"


He turned to me now. A whisper of understanding passed over his face and a shivery chill passed through me.


"Penni tells me." He leaned closer. "Dear God." He ran his free hand over his eyes and peered at me again. "Are you by any chance related to Marlowe Wright?"


I stuttered a little and nodded. "Um. Yes. He was my grandfather."


His eyes grew moist and a hand flew to his heart. "You have his eyes. And his nose."


"I do?" I ran two fingers down my nose.


He turned suddenly and walked toward the edge of the field. "I have to sit down." He slowly dropped to the edge of the gully that ran between the field and the road and settled on a clump of buttercups and cornflowers. Patting the ground beside him, he called us over. "Sit beside me, children."


We let our horses nibble at the grass along the edge of the field and plopped down beside him. Elsbeth and I sat on either side of Tully, and Siegfried sat beside me. No cars had passed the entire time we'd been there. A red-tailed hawk soared overhead, its cry echoing over the valley. Conesus Lake glistened in the distance.


After a few minutes, Tully turned to me and took my face in his hands, studying my features. An expression of great peace filled his eyes. "It's amazing. You look so much like Marlowe."


Siegfried leaned forward. "So, you knew Gus's grandfather?"


I had so often imagined them as enemies that it was hard for me to adjust to Tully's beaming smile. "I heard you had a falling out," I whispered.


He shook his head. "Oh, Lord, no. We were best friends." His eyes wandered to the horizon and watered. He tried to cover his lower lip as it quivered for just an instant, but I felt more than saw his emotion. It flooded out of him. He was so sad that even after all these years, it poured from him like cider pouring from a pitcher. "Marlowe was a prince among men."


"He died when I was just a baby," I said.


Tully sighed. "I'm so sorry. I wish you'd known him." He touched my hand, getting up with a lot of grunting and shifting of weight. Without explaining more, he headed for the truck and called to us over his shoulder. "Come see us tomorrow, children."


Elsbeth followed him to the truck. "We will, Mr. Tully." She touched his hand and leaned up on her tiptoes to kiss his cheek. "You can count on us."


He waved and smiled at me, then opened the door and swept his hand toward the seat as if he were escorting someone into the vehicle. He tossed a hand out the window, waving goodbye as the truck rumbled down the road.





Chapter Seventeen


 


When Tully's old truck disappeared from view, Siegfried took my shoulders and shook me. "Mein Gott." He seemed more excited than the last time he got an A+ on a calculus test. "Do you realize what happened? We've seen more evidence that this ghost is real."


I tore my eyes away from the dust cloud lingering after Tully's truck. "We didn't actually see her, but I have no doubt she was real. How else could she know all that stuff about you being smart and Elsbeth loving music?"


Elsbeth seemed the calmest of all. "I like Penni. She's nice."


I grabbed Pancho's reins and hopped onto his back. Elsbeth sailed onto Golden Boy with the ease of a ballerina being lifted into the sky by Mikhail Baryshnikov. A tingle of excitement ran through my body as I watched her. Ignoring it, I stopped Pancho from trying to head home and turned him toward them. "I still don't get how she knows us so well."


"She must know all, Gus. She's a spirit." Elsbeth's eyes shone, flitting back and forth between Siegfried and me. "She probably floats all over the town, sits in our living rooms, and absorbs things about our lives."


Siegfried turned pensive, almost as if he were daring himself to find a logical reason not to be so excited. "Unless he's been investigating us and was playing a trick."


"Maybe," I said. "But he seemed pretty honest to me."


Elsbeth lifted her reins and clucked to Golden Boy. "No. He's for real. And so is she."


Pancho followed Golden Boy back down to the road. I urged him up beside her. Siegfried followed with a brooding expression on his face.


"I sure hope Penni doesn't come into the bathroom," I said. "That would be embarrassing." I'd pictured her floating around in circles, passing through walls, watching us in school, and hovering over our beds while we slept.


Elsbeth's laugh reminded me of my mother's wind chimes on our porch. She tilted her head sideways and covered her mouth with one hand. Her dark curls tumbled over her face, obscuring the vision that had captivated me. "Oh, Gus. You would think of that."


Siegfried trotted up beside us, apparently done with his deep thinking. "Her name is unusual. Penaki. What kind of a name is that?"


Pancho stopped dead and shook his whole body like a dog who had just come out of a pond. I held on tight while he shuddered, and then squeezed his sides to make him catch up. The deerflies were starting to bug him. His lustrous black mane had parted in the middle. Half of it lay all cockeyed on the left side of his neck. I smoothed it back onto the right side and turned to Siegfried. "I think Penaki's an Indian name. Don't you?"


Elsbeth practically squealed. "Ja! It does sound Indian."


Siegfried nodded in sage approval. "Naturlich. I should have known."


I beamed, loving it when Sig thought I was smart. "I wonder when Penni died."


Elsbeth looked into the woods as we neared the Ambuscade Park. We entered a white fence that surrounded plaques mounted behind Plexiglas and a shelter with red painted picnic tables. For the first time, I noticed a bright red wellhead and realized we could refill our canteens there if we brought them next time. I glanced at the stairs leading to the chain link fenced-in area around the monument. Like an obelisk, it loomed large in the distance, pointing to the sky and quietly whispering of the horrors for which it stood.


I shivered when she said, "Maybe Penni died here. Right here at the Ambuscade."


Sig swiped at his long blond forelock. "Nein. Only men died here, right Gus?"


"Well, far as we know, anyway. Maybe later we can check out the stuff on that plaque, but from what I remember, it was the Iroquois who attacked Lieutenant Boyd and Sergeant Parker and their men. I never heard of Indian girls being in a raiding party, unless she somehow got into the fight. I think they said fifteen men died from Boyd's scouting party. But I don't know how many Indians died."


Siegfried pointed to the monument at the top of the rolling hill. "Look. There is writing on the monument. See?"


I peered at the smooth shiny granite and realized there were inscriptions on all four sides of the monolith. "Neat. Let's check it out."


Elsbeth's eyes practically glowed. "Maybe Penni was walking down that trail there," she pointed to the woods, "and came across the ambush. Her lover, a young brave of great courage, was fighting with a Yankee. She jumped on the soldier's back, and was thrown off. Her head hit a rock, and she died."


Siegfried rolled his eyes, but I liked the idea. "Keen. That would sure explain why she still haunts this area," I said.


Siegfried took the lead and headed into a trail toward the abandoned house. "I want to talk to her."


I raised my eyebrows. "You'll have to have Mr. Tully translate. You can't hear her."


He grinned. "Yeah. But maybe she can write to me. Through my own hand and pen."


I shivered with excitement. "Yeah. Neat. Just like in the ghost movies where they take control of the subject's body."


Elsbeth piped up behind us. "I think I'll be able to hear her voice. She probably would want to talk to another girl."


Siegfried and I chuckled, and ducked low under a loop of hanging grapevines.


"We shall see," he said. "Tomorrow."


The trail began to lighten and I caught a glimpse of the field up ahead. "I can't wait. But right now we've got a house to explore."


We entered the clearing and stood three abreast, gazing at the house that loomed in the distance. The roof sagged in two places, and half of the long front porch was caved in. The windows beckoned with broken glass and shadows, and for a moment I imagined the old curtains moving in the second story. The walls of the building were made with fieldstones, which seemed pretty solid.


Elsbeth's voice was soft and musical. "It looks different today."


I nudged Pancho closer to her side until our legs touched. "It does." Her eyes, wide and bright, mesmerized me for a moment. I looked back at the house and reached over to touch the back of her hand. "Hey. Maybe it's haunted."





Chapter Eighteen


 


We tied the horses to a section of the post and rail fence that wasn't rotted or lying on the ground. Pancho's ears drooped to the side and he seemed to resign himself to being stuck without food for a little while. All my horse seemed to care about was eating and sleeping. And maybe an occasional gallop in the pasture. I figured he could handle a few hours of resting in the shade beneath the massive copper beech towering over the house and grounds.


Elsbeth limped a little, but still jogged after Siegfried along the overgrown grassy path leading to the front door. We all looked around to be sure no one was watching. But it was rather silly because for as far as I could see, there was just a huge field and the surrounding woods. We hadn't seen a sign of a human since passing Tully's cabin twenty minutes ago.


Siegfried pushed on the door. It stuck halfway, finally creaking open when he shoved it harder. He flashed a smile over his shoulder and forged ahead. "Auf gehts."


A shiver of fear overtook me. "We'd better stick together and be careful. Don't want the roof to crumble in on one of us."


Elsbeth brushed away a huge cobweb and ducked into the living room. I watched her with respect. She sure wasn't like most girls.


"Oh, Gus. It will be fine. Look! The furniture is still here."


Siegfried examined a pair of brass candlesticks on the mantle. A number of bricks had fallen down from the chimney in a big pile on the hearth, and a squirrel had piled his collection of black walnuts in one corner.


He hefted one candlestick. "Mein Gott. I can't believe these haven't been stolen."


"Or these." I picked up several figurines coated with a thick layer of dust. The pair of Dutch children wore blue pants and yellow wooden shoes. They seemed like something Millie Stone would have in her collection.


"Who do you think lived here?" Elsbeth pulled a sheet off a musty old armchair and plopped into it. "It's comfy."


I rubbed my nose and held back a sneeze. "We'd better bring some cleaning supplies. This place is a wreck."


“Cleaning materials? Really, Gus?” Siegfried scoffed and perched on the edge of an old horsehair couch and thumbed through a copy of Life magazine. Its hand-drawn cover illustration didn't look like the Life Magazine we had on our coffee table.


"Mein Gott." He turned each page as if it would crumble. "Nineteen-oh-two."


"Wow." I walked slowly through the living room, taking in the pictures of family on the walls. I wondered if they still lived around here, and why they'd let the house go, especially with all the stuff still inside.


An alcove opened into a formal dining room, with a lace-covered table and eight heavy mahogany chairs around it. The candelabra overhead was covered in more spider webs. I tried to picture the room in its finery, with the lights sparkling and fresh bread being buttered on the table.


"Let's check the water in the kitchen. Maybe it works." Elsbeth rushed past me into a room that seemed a bit more crumbled than the rest of the house. I worried that she'd mess up her ankle again, but didn't want to come across as a worrywart. My comment about bringing cleaning materials had been embarrassing enough.


The kitchen was a single story attachment to the rest of the two-story home. An old oak table looked sturdy enough, but most of the cabinet doors were hanging loose on one hinge, or had rotted in areas where the rain had come in from a leak in the roof. Windows lined the walls, but most had cracks or missing panes.


"There's a pump in the sink," I said. "One of those old fashioned ones like up at camp."


Siegfried reached it first and started pumping. It took about twenty tries, but soon a rusty trickle of water emptied into the sink and gurgled down the drain. After a few minutes, fresh water spewed out of the pump head.


"I don't believe it!" Elsbeth did a little dance, holding both of my hands. "We have water."


Siegfried chuckled. "Don't get too excited. I don't think there is a bathroom."


I peered out the window facing the woods and agreed. "Yeah. See those old outhouses? They're practically falling down."


She wrinkled her nose. "Ew. Yuk. I hope you don't expect us to use them."


Sig laughed. "Why use an outhouse when we have the whole forest?"


I moved back into the living room and eyed the stairs. Except for a few missing rails on the banister, it seemed sturdy enough. I climbed past the cobwebs and made dusty footsteps on the stair treads. "Come on. Let's see what's up here."


The twins were right behind me. Elsbeth giggled. "I hope we don't wake any ghosts."


A part of me worried that her playfulness might tempt a ghost to show his face. But I pushed that ridiculous notion out of my head and imagined I was John Wayne. "Let's go this way."


We turned right at the top of the stairs, careful to avoid a few fallen beams in the hallway. The second story was in much worse shape than the first. The first room we visited had a gaping hole in the roof. Leaves, branches, and bird feathers filled the room and lay in messy piles on an old rotted bedspread. But the bureau and mirror were still intact. Elsbeth glided toward the vanity and picked up an old set of a silver hairbrush, comb, and hand mirror. "Oooo. Pretty." She rubbed the hand mirror against her jeans to shine it up, then held it up to admire herself. She plucked a few cobwebs out of her hair. "That's better."


"I think this was the parents' room, don't you?" I wandered over to a small fireplace surrounded by white-painted bricks. On the mantel were photos of a family of four. Parents, a girl, and a boy smiled from various shots. Some were in canoes on the water's edge, others at church in their Sunday finery, and a few appeared to be on vacation in Egypt, since there were actual pyramids in the background. I stared for a long time, and musings of having known these people washed over me, faint, but persistent. I couldn't dredge up the connections, though, and wondered how old the kids would be now. Nineteen sixty-five minus nineteen-oh-two. I started to do the math in my head, but Sig appeared at my side and must have read my thoughts.


"The children could be in their seventies now," he said. "Mein Gott."


"Let's check out their rooms." Elsbeth brushed past us and scampered into the hall again.


"Careful," I said, following close behind her. "Your ankle."


"I'm fine." With a nimble leap, she crossed a crushed area in the floor and landed lightly on the other side, favoring her injury but standing upright. "See? It's easy."


Sig and I skirted the depression, noting some dangerous cracks along the side. We found the boy's room first, decorated in a nautical theme with sailing ships on the shelves and bureaus with blue and white anchor patterns decorating the walls. This room was in much better shape than the parents' bedroom, but there was still evidence of mice having made themselves at home here. The bedspread showed sections where they'd chewed away at the fabric, and one section revealed a worn horsehair mattress beneath. I wondered how comfortable that would be to sleep on.


We moved into the next room and found a fairy princess's domain. Pink ballerinas, pink curtains, a canopied bed, and a collection of poor little tattered dolls and stuffed bears screamed "girl." I smiled and watched Elsbeth dance from one treasure to the other. "Oh, how pretty!" This time she didn't pick up the items or try to move them. I felt a renewed sense of respect for her, watching the reverence with which she approached each item.


I wandered to the window and peered over the field. In the distance, Tully appeared at the edge of the woods, walking and gesticulating with vigor. He headed up the side of the field that would eventually lead to the house in which we trespassed.


"Oh, crud. It’s Tully. He's coming this way." I pulled Siegfried to the window.


Elsbeth wasn't flustered. "So? He's nice"


Sig brought her back to reality. "Ja. But we're trespassing and he might tell. We could be in big trouble."


Her eyes darkened. Trouble at her house meant beatings. "Mein Gott. We should go, fast."


Tully cut across the field and was heading straight for us. He'd be there in ten minutes, easy.


Just as I turned to head for the stairs, I noticed a movement in the mirror over the little girl's vanity. I froze and pointed. "What's that?"


The twins joined me and watched as something drew in the dusty surface. The letters were cumbersome and crude. A "P" appeared first, followed by an "E." With dropped jaws we watched the last three letters form: "N," “N,” and "I." The aroma of fresh crushed peppermint leaves filled the air.


Elsbeth looked from Sig to me and back again, excitement unleashed in her eyes. "Penni!"


I didn't wait to investigate, but led them out of the house and back to our horses, fortunately tethered behind the house and out of view of Tully. We scrambled onto their backs and leaned low, squeezing their sides hard. In seconds, we streaked into the shelter of the woods.





Chapter Nineteen


 


We slowed to a walk and stopped at a crossroad to catch our breath. I lay against Pancho's mane, my arms dangling. "Geez, I can't believe she wrote in that mirror. Did it really happen, or were we dreaming?"


Elsbeth seemed so accepting of the ghost it was almost unsettling. "Of course it happened, silly. Three people can't have the same dream."


Siegfried's eyes glistened with exhilaration. "Ja. We all saw it. I want to go back and take a picture. We should document the otherworldly communication."


I sat up again and turned around to look behind us, in case Tully was taking the same route back as us. "And what the heck was Tully doing there?"


Elsbeth's mouth drew into a pout. "He was probably just going for a walk with Penni. It's right in his backyard, practically."


Siegfried leaned back and propped his elbows on Frisbee's plump rear. "Mein Gott. My heart is still thumping."


I twisted back to face them and smiled. "Mine, too. Let's go check out the Ambuscade and see what we can learn about the past. Maybe Penni’s name is up on the monument."


We trotted on our trusty steeds toward the Ambuscade, and although we were quiet, I could sense the expectancy simmering in each of us. Elsbeth chewed her lower lip and looked straight ahead as if in a trance. Siegfried seemed as if he were having a conversation with himself in his head, he nodded and slapped his thigh and counted on his fingers as if he were listing some important points. I tried not to notice, and urged Pancho into a slow canter when we reached the last stretch of the trail.


We let the horses graze in the alfalfa field near the monument, and climbed the hill to read the plaques on all four sides of granite pillar.


"Look. Here are the names of the guys who died." I had more excitement in my voice than I should have, and tried to tone it down when I read the list. "Sacred to the memory of…" I squinted and tried to pronounce the name as best I could. "Hanyerry, a loyal Oneida chief. Sergeant Nicholas Hungerman, Privates Benjamin Curtin, William Faughey, James McElroy, William Harvey, John Putnam, John Conrey, John Miller, and seven others, names unknown who fell and were burned here."


Elsbeth's hand flew to her mouth. "Burned?"


I leaned forward and peered harder. "Oh, sorry. Not burned. Buried."


Siegfried read from the adjacent side. "November, 1901, erected by the Livingston County Historical Society. Scene of the massacre after a desperate and heroic struggle of Lieutenant Thomas Boyd's scouting party of General Sullivan's army by an ambuscade of British and Indians under Butler and Grant. September 13th, 1779."


"My turn." Elsbeth took a deep breath and traced her finger in the carved granite while she read. "Sacred to the memory of Lieutenant Thomas Boyd and Sergeant Michael Parker who were captured and afterward tortured and killed." She turned to us with a somber expression. "There's a poem underneath."


"Read it," I said.


"'Afar their bones may lie, but here their patriot blood baptized the land for aye and widened freedom's flood.'" She turned to us with confusion in her eyes. "What's that mean?"


"They tortured and buried Boyd and Parker in Cuylerville. Remember the plaque that marks where the ‘torture tree' used to be?"


Siegfried nodded. "It's a park now, right?"


"Right. And I think they buried their bodies there, but they were first attacked and captured here. So they spilled their blood on this ground." I looked at the grass beneath my feet and imagined it stained with blood. "And their bones lie far from here, across the valley."


Siegfried smiled. "Nice job. And the analogy of ‘freedom' to a flooding river is rather interesting. ‘Freedom's flood.' I like that."


Elsbeth touched my arm. "It's so horrible. And I don't know who to feel the sorriest for, the soldiers who were slaughtered, or the Indians whose villages were burned."


A vision of orchards being chopped down, homes and fields burned, and children murdered raced across my mind's eye. I felt sick to my stomach. "I think I feel sorriest for the Indians. They were here first."


Elsbeth piped up. "But they attacked and massacred the settlers. Why couldn't they all just have gotten along? I don't understand."


Siegfried stroked his chin. "Violence breeds violence."


We listened to his words with hands clasped in front of us and heads bowed.


"Amen," Elsbeth said. "But we still don't know how Penni died."


I took her hand. "Or why she's still hanging around here."


Siegfried broke the spell first. "Maybe Mr. Stone will know something. Aren't you supposed to mow their lawn again soon, Gus?"


I headed for the horses, deep in thought. "Huh? What?"


"Mow their lawn? Aren't you supposed to do that pretty soon?"


"Yeah. Day after tomorrow, Wednesday."


"Good. Then you can ask him about it. See if he knows about Penaki. And who used to live in the old house."


"Good idea. I will."


Elsbeth's limp had worsened. I offered to give her a leg up onto Golden Boy and she accepted with a demure smile. "Thanks, Gus."


With a gentle upward motion, I lifted her to his back. She landed lightly and pulled her hair behind her ear. "Beat you back to Sullivan Hill."


I tamped down the little thrill that crept into my heart and swung onto Pancho's back. "Not if I get there first."


Siegfried turned Frisbee's head toward the white fence and pavilion. He dug his heels into the gelding's side and got a head start, laughing hysterically. "I'm going to beat both of you!"


With an inward shudder to shake off the images of the men who'd died on the turf beneath Pancho's thudding hooves, I pushed my steed fast and leaned forward, flipping the long reins from one side of his neck to the other. "Hyah!"


We barreled along the dirt road, back up past the cemetery, and onto Barber Hill. After a brief stop to check the traffic on Maple Beach Road, we bolted into a gallop again. When we reached the cut-off point near the Marggranders' driveway, I pulled back just a little bit. I'd let her win. This time.





Chapter Twenty


 


That night, I lay on the braided rug in the living room and stroked Shadow's ears, wondering if there were dog ghosts, and if some day when the horrible, unthinkable, unimaginable day came, he would come back and visit me. Maybe poke me with his cold ghostly nose, or shake his tags and make a tinkling sound. He rolled over on his back and wiggled his legs, begging for a tummy rub. I obliged, vigorously scrubbing my fingers all over his white underbelly.


My father was deeply engrossed in his book, another Agatha Christie novel, and my mother hummed Polly Wolly Doodle while she finished up the dishes in the kitchen.


I turned to my father. "Dad?"


He raised his eyes over his reading glasses. "Yes, son?"


His voice resonated with kindness, but I could tell he was in a good place in his book and hated leaving it. It was funny how just two little words could imply so much. I asked my question, anyway. "Do you believe in ghosts?"


He issued a barely perceptible sigh, slid a bookmark in to save his place, and leaned forward to ruffle my hair. "I loved listening to ghost stories around the campfire when I was a Boy Scout."


I rolled over to lean on one elbow and persisted. "No. I mean real ghosts. Do you think they exist?"


He sifted through his thoughts for a few seconds as if weighing a very important question. "I guess it's possible, son, but I've never actually seen one. Why do you ask?"


I knew I'd been forbidden to talk to Tully, so I didn't dare tell the truth. I turned back to Shadow and smoothed the whiskers around his snout. "No reason. Just curious."


My mother peeked in from the kitchen, through the alcove that separated two rooms. "I love Casper, that friendly little ghost. He's adorable."


I rolled my eyes. "Oh, Mum. He's just a cartoon." I didn't want to admit it in front of them, but I secretly loved Casper, too.


She wiped her hands on her apron, untied it, and hung it over the back of a kitchen chair. "How's the book coming, André?" 


"Really good. Hercule Poirot just discovered that—"


"Wait! Don't tell me. I want to read it next."


My father showed that special smile he kept just for her. "Okay, Gloria. Not another word from me."


Before she could respond, the phone rang. My mother unclipped her pearl button earring and scooped the phone to her free ear. "Hello?"


My father and I looked up with interest. We got a few calls a week, mostly from my father's parents in Maine.


"Eudora! Oh you poor dear, how are you managing?"


I got up and walked into the kitchen so I could hear better. A feeling of dread crept into my throat. She must be so devastated, so very lonely. I hated thinking about her pain. I didn't even know Mr. Brown, and it upset me more than I wanted to admit.


"Wednesday morning? Why, of course, we'll be there. Is there anything I can do for you in the meantime? Do you need a ride? No? I planned to bake you a casserole and some cookies. Well, you think about it." She listened for a short time, then grabbed a pen and paper from the counter and scribbled. "Okay, got it. When things settle down for you, I'd like to invite you for dinner."


She twirled her hair on one finger and flashed a sad smile at me. "Okay, dear. We'll see you at St. Mary's."


In a flash I realized we were going to the funeral. In the abstract, I thought it would be a noble thing to do. But when faced with the reality of sitting in the church with a dead body nearby, I wanted to run for the hills.


"Gloria?" My father put his book down again, though I don't think he'd read a word since the phone rang. "How's Mrs. Brown doing?"


"As good as can be expected, I guess. The funeral is Wednesday at ten. Can you make it?"


He’d have to close the pharmacy to attend, but my father didn't hesitate. "Of course. We need to be there. It's only fitting."


My mother strode to my side as if fired up with the need to get things done. She ran her fingers through my hair and frowned. "We'll need to visit the barber tomorrow."


I frowned and pulled back. "No! It's just starting to get good, Mum."


My dad chuckled. "If we don't cut it soon, you're going to look like one of those crazy Beatles."


I grabbed both of my mother's hands and gave her my best puppy dog eyes. "Mum. Please? Please let me grow it out. I want it to look like Siegfried's. And if I could grow it as long as Paul McCartney's hair I'd be the happiest kid in the world!"


She frowned and slid her slender fingers through my hair again. "But it looks so messy."


"No! It's cool this way. You don't want me to be the only boy in school with an out-of-date crew cut, do you? Those went out of style in the fifties, for Heaven's sakes." I was pushing it a little. I'd never really had a crew cut, but I thought it might work.


She looked to my father for support. "André?"


He flipped a page in his mystery and didn't even look up. "Whatever your mother decides, sport. It's up to her."


"But I'm twelve. Can't I decide how I look by myself yet?"


My mother's face softened. "I know you're twelve, honey. But—"


"Oh, Mum. Please? I'll wash the kitchen floor for you every week. I'll keep my room clean. I promise."


She grabbed me by the arms and pulled me to her, hugging me as if she was afraid I'd disappear and never come back. "Oh, Gus. What am I going to do with you?"


I looked up into her pretty face and grinned. "Let me grow my hair out?"


"My goodness, you're persistent. How about this? Let's get a tiny little trim tomorrow to even it out, but I'll tell the barber to let it stay a little longer each time. But if you start getting mistaken for one of those British mop tops, I'm going to make you cut it." 


I whooped and hollered, ran around the room, almost did a cartwheel, but thought better of it. The last time I'd done that in the house I'd broken one of the globes on the chandelier. "Thanks, Mum."


"Well, all right. But we'll have to see if your black suit still fits you. If not, I'm going to have to bring you to Mr. Robert's tomorrow. I don't think there's another quarter inch to let out on those pants."


"He's growing fast, Gloria. Pretty soon he'll stand six feet tall and want an electric guitar for his birthday."


I looked from one to the other. "How did you know? That's exactly what I want! I want to play the Beatle's songs. The twins and I are going to learn all the lyrics, and sing in harmony."


My mother draped her arms around his shoulders. "The world's changing, André. And our little boy is changing with it."


He shook his head as if he disapproved, but his smile gave him away. "I know, dear. Guess we'll just have to adapt, huh?"


My birthday had passed several months ago, so I switched my tactic to Christmas. "A guitar is going to be at the top of my Christmas list. Is it too expensive?"


This time my father answered. "We can't afford an electric guitar, son. But maybe we could swing a second hand acoustic. You could learn to play like Segovia."


I tossed the idea around in my head. Some of the cooler folk singers had classical guitars, like Joan Baez and Bob Dylan. "Sure. That would be great."


I got up and yawned. Lately I'd been going up to bed extra early so I could read my Hardy Boys books before falling asleep. Watching my father so engrossed in his book made me want it even more. "Guess I'll head up."


Shadow jumped to his feet and ran to the foot of the stairs. I swore he understood English.


My father put his book down and held his arms out for a hug. I leaned down to kiss his cheek and hug him tight. He felt so strong and warm, and I never felt safer than when in his arms.


He finally released me, but held onto one of my hands. "You're really getting into that Hardy Boys, aren't you?"


I nodded. "Yeah. It's a great story."


"Well, don't forget your school reading list. You have to squeeze those books in, too."


"I know." I headed for the stairs. "I'll read them. Don't worry."


My mother threw me a kiss.


I turned to catch it.


"Sleep tight, honey. Don't let the bed bugs bite."


I climbed the stairs two at a time, following the white-tipped tail of my faithful hound. "I won't. G'night."


 





Chapter Twenty-one


 


I fell asleep around nine to images of jewel thieves and daring rescues. At five past two, I woke with a start.


The floor of the room was lit by moonlight, and the filmy curtains in the windows blew inward with the warm breeze. Shadow sat up in bed and sniffed the air, as if he, too, sensed something was amiss.


It started with a soft moan. I sat straight up and threw back the covers. “Who's there?"


With trembling fingers, I turned on my bedside lamp. My mouth and nose filled with the scent of peppermint.


The sound came again, but this time it almost seemed to resonate from inside my skull.


Tully. Help Tully.


"What?"


Help Tully. Help Tully. Help Tully.


I stood up and looked in the closet, then poked my head out the window. No one stood on the roof or below my window. The words came again, but this time accompanied by a quick flashing vision of the abandoned house. It was as if someone had aimed a super-eight-movie projector on the inside of my eyes, but only for a second.


Blood roared in my ears, and I felt all tingly. "Penni?"


The curtains rose and took the shape of a young woman, revealing the outline of her lips, nose, and forehead. The fabric moved in and out, as if she were breathing. Right there in my bedroom.


I rubbed my eyes to be sure I wasn't still dreaming, and approached the curtain. "Penni?"


A hand reached out from behind the gauze material, and almost touched mine. Help Tully. Now.


I touched my fingers to the curtain, but it fell down before I could rub my fingers against it. Before I could think too hard about what I was doing, I rushed to the chair beside my bed and grabbed my clothes from the day before. In seconds, I'd jumped into them. I tiptoed past my parent's bedroom in my socks, and then hastily scribbled a note to them on the pad of paper in the kitchen.


"Went for an early morning ride. Back for lunch."


I wasn't sure if Tully was really in trouble, but I couldn't ignore the plea. And if it took me more than a few hours, I didn't want my parents to wake up and panic if I was gone.


I slipped into my old PF Flyers and struggled into my sweatshirt. Grabbing my father's warm parka and my black rubber flashlight with the hand loop on the end, I headed for the barn with Shadow on my heels. No way was I walking all the way to the Ambuscade, and this time I wanted the company of my dog. I startled Pancho, who jumped when I turned on the lights and blinked as if he'd been dreaming, too.


"Sorry, boy. We've got a job to do. If I'm not crazy, that is." I threw the saddle on for an extra measure of safety, and gathered a coil of rope, the flashlight, and my father's parka and tied them to the D rings on either side of the saddle. With a well-practiced motion, I inserted my left foot into the stirrup iron and sailed onto his back. "Come on, guys. Let's go."


Shadow followed closely beside us this time, as if he knew we had work to do. I thanked God for the strong light of the nearly full moon, and watched for signs of Penni along the way. Nothing obvious caught my attention, so I headed for the Ambuscade and ultimately for the abandoned house. Black tree limbs—so benign and beautiful in the daylight—swayed overhead with menace. Chirrups, yips, and croaks filled the air, making me push Pancho a little faster than I should have. Thankfully he was a sure-footed animal who could probably pick his way across a minefield without detonating a bomb. Shadow loped beside us, his nose to the ground. I was glad he didn't give in to the urge to bay and follow the nighttime scents that probably tantalized him.


We reached the abandoned house in a half hour. A light shone from one of the bedroom windows, flickering and growing stronger and weaker, as if beckoning me.


I tied Pancho to the fence, disassembling my supplies. "I'll be right back, boy. Be good. C'mon, Shadow."


I sounded a lot braver than I felt. Inside, my stomach quivered and I felt like my heart would beat itself right out of my chest. But the knowledge that Tully was in trouble pushed me forward.


"In here, boy." I slid through the half-opened front door and turned on my flashlight. Shadow followed close behind. Upstairs, a light flickered, but this one looked more like a flashlight with dying batteries than a message from a ghostly Indian girl.


"Is someone there? Help! Please help."


Tully's voice sounded weak. Galvanized into action, I flew up the stairs after Shadow. "Mr. Tully? I'm here."


I shone the light to the left, where Tully hung onto a crossbeam in the rotten floorboard hole we'd avoided when we investigated the house the day before. I hurried toward him, throwing the rope and jacket aside. Shadow whined and tried to reach him.


"I fell through the rotten boards. Boy, can you help me? I can't hold on much longer."


The old house had very high ceilings, and if he fell through to the first floor, he'd surely break his neck, or at least a leg.


"Hold on. Try to hold on." I lay flat on my stomach and reached toward him, but couldn't grab him. Even if I could, I realized I wouldn't be strong enough to pull him up. I tossed him one end of the rope. He caught it and managed to wind the rope around the beam, securing it in a big knot.


I scrambled backwards, keeping the rope taut, and tied it as tight as I could around the thick carved bedpost in the parent's room. After four knots, I tugged on it. It seemed strong enough.


"Can you pull yourself out?" I crawled toward him. Shadow licked my face and whined again.


"No! Stay back. It's too dangerous. This whole section could cave in."


I stopped in my tracks and felt someone's breath on my neck. Turning quickly, I realized it was only Shadow. I put my arm around him and pulled him toward me. "Stay here, boy."


"I'm going to pull myself along the rope. Go down below, now, and push that sofa closer to the hole. If I fall, at least it might soften the impact."


"Yes, sir." I flew down the stairs and shone my flashlight upwards. Tully's legs dangled overhead, near the coffee table. I shoved it out of the way, shining the light toward the old horsehair sofa. With a herculean thrust, I pushed the heavy couch along the old Oriental rug until it lined up with Tully.


"Okay! It's done. I think you could drop onto it, Mr. Tully."


His voice sounded muffled, but I understood him. "Let me try to climb out first."


I waited and watched. Shadow jumped on the sofa and off again. Tully's feet swung back and forth as he struggled to move along the beam with one hand on the rope and one hugging the heavy timber. I ran back up the stairs, hoping I could help as he slid closer to the edge.


"Mr. Tully! Can you make it?"


Tully inched his way across. When he reached the edge, he tried to swing his leg upward, but couldn't manage.


"Wait! I can help." I lay flat on my stomach and reached down toward his pant leg. "Okay, swing again." On the second try, I hooked my fingers into the cuff on his pants, grabbing his ankle. I worked my second hand behind his leg and slowly helped him get his boot onto the solid floorboards. "Now, pull yourself up if you can."


Tully struggled, and finally, with me pulling on the back of his jacket, he rolled back up to safety.


"Good God." He lay on his back, heaving for breath.


I sat beside him and patted his arm. "You made it."


Shadow crept toward him and licked his hand, then moved up to his face.


"Look! He likes you."


Tully smiled for the first time that night. "I used to have a beagle. He was a little bigger than this one. Great hunting dog."


When he finally caught his breath, I grabbed my father's parka and we carefully made our way downstairs. I figured I could come back for the rope any time.


"We've got to get you home, Mr. Tully." He seemed wobbly, so I pushed my shoulder under his arm.


"Please. Wait. I need my box. It dropped somewhere in the living room when I fell through the floor."


"What's it look like?"


"Metal. Olive green." He pointed a shaky finger toward it. "There. That's it."


I settled him against the doorjamb and ran for the box, which had opened and spilled its contents all over the floor. I shuffled the papers and pictures together, slid them into the box, and clicked it shut. "Here you go. I've got it all."


Tully's voice seemed to crack. "Thanks. You're a good boy. Marlowe's grandson. God, I still can't believe it." He started to shake. "I'm so cold."


I draped my father's parka over his shivering shoulders and helped him work his arms into the sleeves. "There you go. That should help."


He hobbled outside, and I insisted he climb aboard Pancho. It wasn't easy, but thankfully my horse stood still while I maneuvered the old man into the saddle. I adjusted his stirrups down, slid his work boots securely into the irons, and put his hands on the pommel. "You have to hang on, okay? And if you feel dizzy or something, let me know."


Shadow took off in the lead, nose to the ground with his white-tipped tail wagging furiously. I took the reins, tucked the metal box under my arm, and clucked to Pancho, who seemed happy to follow me along the trail. He lowered his head like a docile pony and walked solemnly under the dark trees toward Tully's cabin.





Chapter Twenty-two


 


It took a lot longer to lead Pancho to Tully's than it would have if I'd ridden him. The temperature had dropped and I pulled up my hood, which helped a little. In fifteen minutes we made it to the cabin. Light shone from an oil lamp that still burned inside, and after Tully slid down from Pancho's back, I helped steady him and quickly tied the reins to the porch railing. With my arm once again under his shoulder, we shuffled across the porch. When we opened the front door, the aroma of warm chocolate and wood smoke welcomed us. Shadow followed us inside and curled up on a corner of the rug near the woodstove as if he lived there.


Tully's voice sounded stronger now. "I was chilled tonight. Started the fire and made some cocoa." I helped him over to the couch, and he slumped down onto it. "Oh, God. I'm sore all over. And cold. Oh, so cold." He shivered again.


I looked around for a blanket. A striped woolen blanket lay folded on the bottom of his cot. I ran to get it, and when he lay down on the couch with his head on a pillow, I tucked the blanket around him.


He pulled one arm out to point toward the woodstove. "Check that covered pot over there on the woodstove. See if the cocoa is still hot."


I lifted the cover with an oven mitt. The chocolate aroma wafted up, steaming into my face. "It's still hot, Mr. Tully."


"Good. Grab two cups from the wall. Over there."


I remembered where they were from the day we'd trespassed to look for Elsbeth. "Got ‘em." I filled them both up and carefully carried them to the coffee table. "Here you go."


"By jingles, you are a good boy." He reached a shaky hand toward one cup, sitting up a little to sip at the aromatic liquid.


I perched on the edge of a chair and took a sip. It was warm, not hot. I downed the whole thing in one gulp.


"Have more, boy. If you want."


I nodded and refilled my cup, then brought it back and sipped it more slowly this time. "That's really good."


"I made it with special milk they store in cardboard cartons. They have it that way in countries like Germany, you know, so you don't need to refrigerate it." He pointed to a row of cartons on a shelf.


"Really? It stays good that way?"


"Yup." Tully drained the last of his cup. "Don't know how they process it. Something about vacuum sealed, I think. More, please."


I obliged and returned it to him. "Here you go."


"Wait a minute." He sat up as if something had just occurred to him. His eyebrows drew down and he stared at me. "How in tarnation did you know I was in trouble? And why would your parents let you out in the middle of the night?"


I answered as calmly as I could. "Penni told me." I looked down at my hands. "And my parents don't know I'm here. I left a note, told them I went for an early morning ride."


"Penni." He shook his head and chuckled. "Dear little Penni. I should have known."


"She spoke to me. In my head."


"Yup. That's how she does it. But you know what? Besides Marlowe, you're the only other person she's ever spoken to."


"Really?"


He set the cup on the table and lay back on his pillow. "Really."


I stood and turned in a half circle. "Wow. My friends won't believe this."


"People never believed me, either. Think I'm crazy as a loon, and that I hear voices." He chuckled. "Well, I do."


I felt a conspiratorial bond with him at that instant, and a rush of affection filled my heart. "It's so cool. And I actually saw her."


His eyes drilled into mine. "What?"


I sat forward, my eyes gleaming with excitement. "I wasn't even afraid. I don't know why. But she appeared on the other side of my curtains. I could see the shape of her face, and her hand reached out to me."


"By golly. I never saw that. I felt her touch once in a while, like a cool breeze on my cheek. But I never saw her."


"She showed me the abandoned house, too. In my head."


"That's how you knew where to find me?"


"Uh huh. The twins and I had explored the house already. We didn't know who owned it or anything."


"I'm glad you kids didn't get hurt in there. But don't worry, no one would have yelled at you, except me."


"You?"


"That house belonged to my family. Or it did, before my parents died of the Genesee Valley fever."


"It's your house?"


"It was. But it was condemned when my parents died. Folks were scared to death to cross that threshold for years. Still are, I think. That's why it hasn't been vandalized."


"What's the Genesee Valley fever?"


"Malaria, actually. But no one knew what it was at first, and folks started calling it the fever, after the time it hit the locals way back in the late 1700s. My father traveled a lot, mind you. He brought us everywhere. It was our last trip, the one to the Amazon, when we brought back the virus."


"You had a sister, right?"


"I did. We both made it, but my folks didn't. It was horrible, boy. Just horrible. But your grandfather…"


"My grandfather what?"


He shook his head and set his mouth. "Never mind."


I leaned forward to touch his sleeve. "What happened, Mr. Tully?"


Tully's expression softened. "Never mind. You're too young. I'll tell you some day, when you're older."


I sputtered in frustration. "That's what Millie Stone told me. I'm always too young for the good stuff."


He looked up. "Millie? Millie Stone?"


I nodded. "She and Oscar are good friends of my parents. She teaches me piano."


"Millie was a wonderful friend to me in high school. But she wasn't Millie Stone then." Tully's eyes started to droop. He fought it, but could barely enunciate. "She… We…"


I watched while he fell asleep, fighting the urge to do the same. I couldn't leave poor Pancho tied to the railing all night; that wouldn't be fair to him. Dragging myself off the chair, I knelt down beside Shadow and stroked his head. "C'mon, boy. Time to go home."





Chapter Twenty-three


 


"Honey? Are you okay?"


A cool hand lay against my forehead, stirring me from sleep. My eyes felt glued shut, but sunlight finally pried them open. Strong light. Midmorning light. I startled awake. I'd overslept, and possibly missed a ride to Tully's with the twins.


"Are you sick, Gus?"


I peered into my mother's concerned eyes, then rolled over and slid my feet to the warm floorboards. My tongue stuck to the roof of my cotton-stuffed mouth.


"I'm fine. Just stayed up real late reading." I’d crumpled up and thrown away the note I left them in the middle of the night, because I got home before dawn.


"Oh, Gus. I've told you time and time again not to stay up late. Your bedtime is nine."


"I know. But it's summer. And the book just got so good."


She ruffled my hair and leaned down to kiss my cheek. "Well, don't let it happen again."


"I won't." I hoped I wasn't lying this time, because I was starting to feel like a real sneak.


"The twins came by earlier. You missed them."


I looked up in dismay. "Drat!" It was my newest choice almost-cuss word.


"Well, see what happens when you stay up too late? The early bird gets the worm."


I never really understood why worms would be out earlier than later, but maybe they were talking about night crawlers. I stretched my arms wide and high and smothered a yawn.  "I know."


She wrinkled her nose. "Oh, my. You need a bath, really badly. Get in there and clean yourself up. Then try on this suit, here. She laid the black pants and jacket on the bed beside me. "Let's see if it still fits."


"Okay." I'd only worn the suit about three times, but it had been a while since I'd even taken it off the hanger.


"Call me when you've got it on. After that I'll make you breakfast. Or lunch. Or brunch." She chuckled and disappeared down the hallway.


"Okay, Mum." It was all I could manage. My eyes were gritty, my bones ached, and I felt like the walking dead.


***


After submerging myself in a hot bath, the world looked a bit clearer. I brushed my teeth, gargled, and combed my hair. It looked longish in the front, and I prayed that Ned the barber wouldn't take too much off when he "neatened" it up.


Vague images of the previous night paraded before my mind's eye. I half-wondered if I'd dreamed it all, but when I picked up my clothes from the floor, I noticed a dribble of hot chocolate down the front of my shirt.


It had happened, all right. Penni had warned me of Tully's danger and had shown herself to me, breathing through my curtains.


But do ghosts really breathe?


That part confused me.


It had happened. I'd ridden into the dark night to the abandoned house, the old Tully homestead, and had helped the old man out of his precarious situation. I smiled at myself in the mirror, feeling proud and guilty. My parents would have killed me if they'd found out. But I knew I'd done the right thing.


I put on clean underwear and a t-shirt and tried on the pants and jacket. I looked in the mirror and laughed. The pants were four inches too short, and the sleeves rode halfway to my elbows.


"Mum, I'm ready."


She came up the stairs and into the room and stared at me. "Oh my goodness!" The smirk turned to a grin, and the grin morphed into a belly laugh. I couldn't help but join her and fell onto the bed, rolling, guffawing, and weeping tears that wouldn't stop.


She flopped onto the bed beside me. When the laughter finally slowed, she bent over to catch her breath and shot me a wide smile. "Oh, that felt so good."


"Yeah." I wiped the moisture from my cheeks and held up one arm. "Hey, Mum? Do you think I need a new suit?"


She dissolved into peals of laughter again. "Oh, my dear. You are definitely going to Mr. Roberts today."


I walked to the closet and picked up my dusty, old black shoes. "I think I'll need new best shoes, too. I haven't worn these since the Snells' wedding two years ago."


She picked up the shoes and held them to the light. "Too bad. They have lots of life left in them."


"We could drop them at the Good Will."


"Good idea. I'll clean them up and put them in a box with that old suit. Why don't you put on some clean clothes? Do you want a sandwich, or eggs?"


I thought about it for a few minutes. "How about a fried-egg sandwich?"


My mother's pale blue eyes flashed in amusement. "Well, aren't you the clever one? Hurry down, now. We've lots to do today."


***


We reached Mr. Robert's Clothiers & Shoes by eleven. The old store had been on the corner across from my father's pharmacy in Conaroga for ages. Or at least since my parents were young. They often reminisced about going there to get new clothes and shoes when they were kids.


It always smelled the same, sort of like the woolen mill my mother frequented up in Maine. It was clean inside, but the wide, worn wooden floorboards creaked and seemed dusty, in spite of the constant sweeping and mopping by Mr. Roberts' sister. Of English heritage, they still spoke with British accents. I loved listening to them chatter back and forth. Neither had ever been married, and it always seemed a little sad to me.


Mr. Roberts appeared from behind a blue velvet curtain when he heard the tinkle of the front door bell when we passed through it. "Mrs. LeGarde! Master LeGarde! How are we today?"


"We're fine, Mr. Roberts. And how are you and Elsie?"


"Brilliant, thank you. We're getting along just fabulously. Elsie's out shopping. She'll be sorry she missed you."


When he said "brilliant," he didn't mean smart. It was his way of saying "great." I finally figured that one out a few years ago when Siegfried came in with me to get new sneakers. He explained it, and I'd been savvy ever since.


"My boy here is growing. We need a suit and shoes for the funeral tomorrow."


His face fell. "Oh, dear. Poor Mr. Brown. Eudora was in just this morning to buy mourning clothes. Her wardrobe from fifteen years ago doesn't fit anymore, of course. The dear woman dropped over fifty pounds in that horrible prison." With a start, he realized he'd been indiscreet and a hand flew up to his mouth. "Oh, my. Sorry, my mouth's running away with me again. Here, let's get you fitted, my boy."


He always steered me like I was a stroller, using my shoulders to move me forward. I'd gotten used to it, but it reminded me a little of my teachers when they were mad. Brisk and efficient, he whisked me up to the block where I stood for measurements.


"Stand still, Gustave." My mother pretended to watch me wiggle and shift my legs, but I saw her eyeing the silk scarves on display nearby. She ran her fingers through them with an almost palpable yearning. I made a mental note about her birthday in October.


"All right, lad. Hop down. My heavens, you've grown almost two inches since last fall."


He carefully wrote my numbers down in his ledger, slid it back into the drawer beneath the cash register, and glided toward a rack of suits. "Black, you said?"


My mother nodded. "Yes. It's the most versatile, don't you think?"


He tipped his head once as if there was no doubt in the world. "If one has just a single suit in their wardrobe, it must be black. After that, blue or gray are the appropriate choices."


I rolled my eyes, but kept it hidden from both of them. Who would ever want a second suit in their closet?


"Here we go. Let's try these on."


The pants on the suit he showed us weren't hemmed. He noticed me looking at them. "Now don't you worry. I can have these hemmed and ready to go in a few hours."


My mother practically gushed. "Oh, thank you, Mr. Roberts! That will allow time for Gus's haircut."


I groaned, but not too loudly. The dreaded haircut.


She gathered herself together and headed for the door. "And if you don't mind, while you pin him up, I'm going to dash over to say hello to André."


I went into the little changing booth with the striped curtain and pulled it as tight as I could to either side. It seemed no matter how I arranged it, there was always a little slit of daylight coming through. I scooched to one side and turned my back to the audience I pictured gawking at me in my underwear. After struggling a little with the new suit, I walked out into the main showroom with the pant legs crumpled up around my ankles.


Mr. Roberts scurried to my side, tape measure flying. "Oh, yes. Very nice. Very nice indeed." He pawed me over, pulling and pushing the coat this way and that, and finally maneuvered me back onto the block. "Hold nice and still, lad."


While I waited for him to pin the bottom of my pants, my eyes wandered over the long wall of pictures. The entire shop was loaded with them, from photos of sports teams from England that Mr. Roberts played on as a boy, to local folks captured in and around town during key events. "Did you play soccer when you were a kid, Mr. Roberts?"


"Hold still, now." He jerked on my pant leg. "And yes. But we call it football."


"Football?" I chuckled. "That's funny."


"Not to us, my boy. We take it very seriously in my homeland. Actually, it's quite popular all over the world. It just hasn't caught on in this country yet."


Somehow I couldn't picture guys gathered around a TV set to watch soccer instead of baseball or football. But I didn't say a word. Bored to tears, I studied more pictures while he pulled and pinned, pulled and pinned. One picture in the top row featured three young men with their arms draped over each other. Steins of beer sat in front of them, and the half-timbered stucco homes in the background sure weren't local. "Who are those guys? They look familiar." I pointed to the photo.


A wistful expression crossed his face. He actually stopped pinning me and turned to gaze at the photo. "Ah. The golden days of youth."


He went into some kind of trance, staring and staring until I finally cleared my throat. "Who are they?" After a few seconds, it finally dawned on me. "Wait! That's my grandfather Wright, isn't it?"


He brushed the corner of one eye and turned back to me. "Indeed, it is. Your grandfather Marlowe, and our friend, Zachariah. But Marlowe always called him Zak."


"Mr. Tully!" I leaned forward to look and almost fell off the block.


"Indeed, my boy. Do you know Zachariah?" One eyebrow arched up and the other slid down.


"I do. He's my friend." I answered before I thought about what I was saying, then panicked. "But don't tell my mother, please. She doesn't like him. She told me to steer clear of him."


He glanced across the street toward the pharmacy. "Never fear, my boy. She's still chatting with your father."


"Do you know why she hates him so much?"


He busied himself again at my ankles. "Well. Er." With a quick tug on my pants, he changed the subject. "Did you know Marlowe, Zachariah, and I went to Germany? That shot is from Munich. We toured Europe that summer, just after we graduated from high school." He furiously pinned again. "When my parents moved to Conaroga, I was in my junior year of high school. Those two boys befriended me when I felt rather out of place. We became the best of chums."


"Really? Then what happened? My mother wasn't even born then, right?"


"Of course not. Her daddy hadn't even married. But then we all went off to war, and when we came back, your grandfather proposed to Sarah."


"My grandma."


"Right."


"And then what?"


"Well, she married him. A year or so later, your mother was born."


"Did you all stay friends?"


"We did. We were the best of friends. But Marlowe and Zak had a very special friendship. It's as if they were linked somehow. Like kindred spirits."


"Wow. Mr. Tully told me my grandfather was a ‘prince among men.' What does that mean?"


Mr. Roberts glanced across the street. Still no sign of my mother. "Well, it means Marlowe was a splendid human being. A true humanitarian. He sacrificed his life for Zachariah and his family. In a way."


"What?" I gawked down at him.


"You know how your grandfather died, right?"


"No. Not really."


The door opened and my mother bustled inside. I almost screamed from frustration.


"How's it going, gentlemen?"


Mr. Roberts stood and straightened his shoulders. "We're doing fabulously. Does the boy need a new shirt, too?"


I stared in frustration at Mr. Roberts, but didn't dare look at the picture again. Did my mother know that Marlowe, Tully, and he were friends? She hadn't been alive then, so maybe she didn't realize. I wondered if she'd patronize him so willingly, knowing how she reacted to me even bumping into Tully's cabin in the woods.


I could tell my mother was calculating how much money she had left in the floating fund. Her eyes rose to the ceiling for a minute, then back to her hands. "Um. Yes. I do think one nice white shirt would be in order. A pair of black Oxfords, a simple black leather belt, one pair of black socks, and we'll be all set."


"Splendid. I'll see to it."


With that, the source of all my information disappeared into the back room to leave me stewing in frustration.





Chapter Twenty-four


 


"Want the usual cut?" Ned snapped his red and white striped cloth, tied it around my neck, and clicked his scissors too close for comfort.


I gripped the armrests on the chair. "No! Just take off a little, please."


My mother laid her hand on my arm to calm me, and then leaned toward Ned in a conspiratorial tone. "We're going to let our boy start growing his hair out, Ned. Would you please just even it up around his ears? And trim the back so it's not quite so scraggly?"


I relaxed. I'd pictured Ned flipping on his buzzing clippers and scalping me before I could get a word in. "Thanks, Mum."


"It's okay, honey." She patted my arm again, then perched nearby on a black leather chair with chrome arms.


Ned grumbled. "You kids with your long hair are gonna put me out of business."


My mother laughed to lighten the mood. "Oh, heavens. That could never happen, Ned, could it? By the way, how's your wife doing? Is she back from Florida yet?"


I zoned out and let them chatter about grandkids and Florida oranges and who knew what else. All I could think about was Tully and my grandfather. Along with Mr. Roberts, the free-spirited trio traveled all over Europe. The three boys had probably backpacked through mountains and across villages, drank wine and beer, and slept in fields under a canopy of twinkling stars.


The picture of them kept coming back to me. All three were blondish and tousle-haired, with big grins. Their arms had been draped casually over each other's shoulders, and there had been such a carefree attitude that just looking at the picture made me smile. The mountains in the background, the half-timbered houses, the cobblestone street that led to a church behind them… It was all so exotic. Some day, I'd have to try to retrace my grandfather's steps and take Europe by storm with Siegfried and Elsbeth, just like Marlowe Wright had done. Ned pumped the chair up a little higher, going to work on the nape of my neck.


"Head down, please."


I held my breath while the barber trimmed and snipped. "Not too short, please."


I closed my eyes. Images of my grandfather swam behind my eyelids. I wanted a copy of Mr. Roberts' snapshot, and wondered if I stopped by later in the week if he would try to find the negative.


***


The rest of the shopping trip was a whirlwind. Try on shoes. Choose new belt. Try on shirt. Try on hemmed pants, shirt, shoes, and belt together to be sure it looked okay. By the time we finished up, I was starving again and couldn't wait to get out of the store and just go home. I didn't dare mention Tully or even look at the picture while my mother stood nearby. After an agonizing time, we finally finished up and she drove me home. The Oldsmobile purred into the driveway at one o'clock.


"I'll make you a nice bowl of tomato soup if you want, dear."


"Okay. With saltines?"


"Sure. Go change into your play clothes. It'll be ready when you come down."


I flew up the stairs with my packages, dumped them on the bed, and used the bathroom. I stepped out of my good jeans and shirt, grabbed a pair of hole-riddled dungarees and an old t-shirt from the dresser, and slid into my PF Flyers. I needed to inhale my soup and get out to the barn. I skidded down the stairs and picked up the phone to call the twins.


"Sig? How about a ride? Forty-five minutes? Okay. Meet you halfway."


My mother stirred the Campbell's soup in a silver pot on the stove. "Hungry?"


"Starving."


She set the table with two white bowls and crackers while I took down two glasses and filled them with milk.


"Want cheese in your soup?"


"Nope. I mean, no thanks. I'm too hungry to wait."


"I could make you a grilled cheese to go with it."


As tempting as the idea was, I shook my head. I wanted to get to Tully's to learn more.


***


We knocked on Tully's door and waited for an answer. When shuffling inside was our only answer, Siegfried took the lead. He knocked harder.


"Mr. Tully? Are you in there?"


More footsteps, then finally, the slow creaking of the door. He poked his head outside. Today his face looked sunken, more haunted. 


"Come in, children."


No smile, no warm greeting.


Elsbeth went to work, scampering over to his side and taking his hand. "Mr. Tully, you don't look well. Are you all right?"


He limped to the couch and lowered himself slowly to the cushion. "I'm just a little sore, Elsbeth. Didn't Gus tell you what happened?"


The twins turned to stare at me with accusing eyes.


"I—er… I didn't have a chance to tell them. I was out all morning, and then we just rushed over here."


Tully flashed a wan smile at me. "Well, there wasn't that much to tell, I guess. I fell through the floorboards in my parents' old house." He hitched himself backward and leaned sideways on a pillow, finishing. "And Gus, here, came to my rescue."


Elsbeth jabbed me in the ribs. "When? And where is his parent's house?"


I felt like I'd betrayed them by not spilling the story sooner. "Um.. Last night. I think it was last night. It seems like ages ago."


Tully groaned. "It was indeed last night, son."


I bore the stares of the twins as long as I could stand it, and then the words tumbled out. When I got to the part about Penni, their eyes widened.


Siegfried backed up a few steps and almost banged into the coffee table. "Mein Gott!"


I kept going as if it were the most natural thing in the world to talk about ghosts and midnight rides through the dark woods.


When I was done, Elsbeth perched beside Tully and stroked his arm. "That was your house, Mr. Tully? You grew up there?"


He nodded, imperceptibly. "It was."


I sidled up to them and perched on the couch beside him. "Mr. Tully. I saw a picture of you and my grandfather at the barber shop today."


He looked at me with such sadness I almost broke down and cried myself.


With an obvious effort, he collected himself. "Did Mr. Roberts tell you where we were in that shot?"


I nodded. "He said you three guys traveled all over Europe together."


The twins looked at me with surprise. Siegfried mouthed the words, "The tailor?"


Tully leaned back on a cushion to try to get more comfortable. "We certainly did. It was a time of freedom, of passion, and of pioneering. We had no itinerary and wandered free as birds across France, Germany, and Austria."


Siegfried picked up a copy of the Bible that lay on the table by the couch. He flipped through it, and then spoke with a hoarse croak. "I wonder if you passed Buchenwald. That's where my mother's family was killed."


Elsbeth shot her brother a steely-eyed reprimand. "Not now." She patted the back of Tully's hand and peered into his face. "Mr. Tully. What's wrong? You seem so very sad."


A ripple of energy passed through the room. Pages flipped again on Tully's bedside book. Tin cups rattled on the wall. And the familiar scent of peppermint wafted in through the open windows.


"Ah. Penni's back." He looked to his right. "Where were you, girl?"


We watched while he chuckled. His spirits seemed to lift. "Penni says I need to get ready."


Elsbeth and I exchanged a puzzled glance.


"Ready for what?" she asked.


The old hermit looked at each of us in turn, then heaved himself off the couch and walked to the door. He opened it and stared into the woods. "You are good children. I'm glad you came today. But I won't be around tomorrow. You can come again later in the week if you wish."


Siegfried followed him to the door. "Is everything all right, Mr. Tully? Where are you going?"


Tully put a hand on Sig's shoulder, but continued to look toward the woods. "Not far."


Tully had retreated into his own world. He didn't say another word, but ushered us outside with a slow hand motion. We shuffled reluctantly onto the stoop.


I caught his hand before he closed the door. "Sir? If you need me again, you just let me know. Or send Penni. We're here for you. We're your friends."


The old man's eyes filled with tears. He squeezed my hand, then gently disengaged and closed the door.





Chapter Twenty-five


 


"Holy cow." Siegfried seemed to have recovered from his thoughts of Buchenwald. His eyes shone again. "Penni actually showed herself to you?"


I untied Pancho's reins from a honeysuckle bush. "Yeah." His excitement stirred me and a thrill chased up my spine. "It was so keen, guys. Like she was really standing there."


"What did she look like?" Elsbeth mounted her palomino and turned his head toward the woods in the direction of the old Tully homestead. "Could you see what she was wearing?"


I swung onto Pancho's back and smiled. "No. I couldn't see her for real. Just the shape of her. Sort of."


Siegfried listened with fascination and nudged Frisbee closer to Pancho. "But you saw the curtain move, in and out. Right? Like she actually was breathing?"


"Yeah. It was spooky, but for some reason she kept me calm inside. Like everything would be okay if I just high-tailed it over to the old house."


Sig noticed Elsbeth heading in the opposite direction of home. "Where are you going?"


She twisted around and flashed a coy smile. "To Tully's old house, of course. I want to check it out more."


I trotted toward her. "But it's not safe. There's a huge hole in the ceiling now."


"We won't go upstairs."


"Okay."


Sig joined us and squeezed his horse closer to mine. "Mr. Roberts was friends with Tully and your grandfather Wright?"


I nodded. "Yeah. I don't think my mother even knew."


"Mein Gott.  Who could imagine him traveling through Europe? He seems so… um…"


Elsbeth turned to help. "He's a little bit of a sissy. Walks funny, and holds his hand like this." She held up her hand with a limp wrist. "But he's nice. He always asks me how I am, and gives me a lollypop when I'm waiting in the store for my mother. I like him."


Siegfried continued. "Ja. It's hard to picture him backpacking all over Europe."


I clucked to Pancho to keep him moving. He kept trying to rip leaves off the maple saplings that hung low. "You wouldn't believe how young they looked. All three of them were blond, with hair longer than yours, Sig. They looked healthy and wicked happy."


Elsbeth sighed. "I wish I'd known Mr. Tully then."


"Me, too. And my grandfather. I really wish I could've known him."


Siegfried pointed to the house that loomed in the distance. "There it is. It's so weird that you were here last night."


"I know. I can't believe it, either." I chuckled but my nerves jumped a little at the memory.


Elsbeth slid neatly off Golden Boy and tethered him to the fence. "Come on. Let's check it out."


***


In spite of our determination not to check out the second floor, we found ourselves in Tully's bedroom an hour later. Somehow, knowing it was his bedroom made it all the more exciting. I knelt near the opening of his narrow closet and peered at the floorboard that had been dislodged to reveal a large hidy-hole. "This must be where he kept his box."


"What box?" Elsbeth crouched beside me and peered into the dark space.


"The reason he came here last night was to get a metal box. It had papers and pictures in it and it fell through the hole in the floor down to the living room. I picked it up for him."


"Pictures of what?" she asked.


"I couldn't see very well. It was dark, and the flashlight was getting dim. I think it was people, mostly."


Siegfried surprised me, appearing at my shoulder. "It's odd that Tully would go out in the middle of the night to get an old box of pictures. Why not wait until daylight?"


I leaned forward to reach my hand into the hole. "I don't know. I never thought to ask him."


Elsbeth put a hand to her mouth. "Gus. I hope there aren't spiders in there."


I didn't tell her I'd pushed aside some spider webs already. "Nah. I'm just wondering if there's anything else…"


I leaned down further and put my arm up to my elbow into the hole. My hand scrabbled over the dusty boards, reaching further into the dark. "I feel something."


My fingers closed around a small cloth sack. I drew it out and sat on my haunches. "Hey. Look at this."


The twins crowded around me. I opened the drawstring and peered inside. "I think it's marbles."


"Let's see." Elsbeth grabbed the bag from my hand. "Hold your hands together while I pour them out."


I did as she asked. As I thought, a dozen marbles rolled into my hand.


Siegfried leaned close to take a look, and plucked something else out of the pile. "What's this?" He held a ring between two fingers.


Elsbeth squealed with delight. "Let me see." She took it and slipped it onto her forefinger, but she could have put two fingers inside it. Large and chunky, it held a square purple stone.


She turned it in the light and practically crooned at it. "It's a man's ring. Ooo, it's so pretty. I think it's an amethyst."


"Is it gold?" I leaned closer and took her finger in my hand to inspect it.


Siegfried slid it off his sister's finger and brought it over to the window. "Let me see it."


He turned it around in the light. "I think so. It's heavy. And it's definitely not brass."


Elsbeth plopped onto the floor and sighed. "I'll bet Mr. Tully would want it. Maybe he thought it was in that box."


Guilt slammed me. With a start, I realized how intrusive we were being. I took the ring from Siegfried and put it back into the marble sack. "Maybe. But we have no business going through his things like this. I'm putting it back."


The twins looked disappointed, but I did it anyway. I slid the board back over the hole to protect it from robbers who might find the house and search for valuables. When I turned to face the twins again, they were staring at the window curtain. It rippled. Once. Twice. A tiny gust of wind whirled through the dust and out into the hallway.


"She wants us to follow her," Elsbeth whispered. "Come on."





Chapter Twenty-six


 


A puff of dust flew off the top stair, swirling down the staircase and around the corner into the living room. We followed it and stood three abreast in the doorway clutching each other's hands. I licked my lips and tasted peppermint.


Elsbeth whispered, "Let’s watch where she goes."


Ghostly squiggles appeared in the dust on the coffee table. I pictured her walking beside it, trailing her fingers along the smooth surface. Someone sat on the horsehair sofa. Indentations where her phantom bottom sat depressed the cushion, bouncing up and down.


Siegfried whistled softly. "She's playing with us."


Penni left the sofa and rose to the ceiling, where she tinkled the crystals on the chandelier not far from the gaping hole Tully nearly fell through. The musical sound made me smile.


"Look!" I pointed to the cobwebs in the corners of the ceiling, which seemed to twirl around an ethereal finger. Faster and faster, they reminded me of a cotton candy machine.


We stood and waited in the silence that ensued.


"Where'd she go?" Elsbeth linked our arms and pulled us further into the room. She craned her head up and around, but Penni remained quiet until the same non-melodic keening we heard the first day outside the cabin came again, filling the room with unearthly sounds. At first it sounded almost like crying, but it progressed to a musical theme. Simple, and in minor keys, she repeated the hypnotic phrase over and over again.


Elsbeth started to hum with Penni, harmonizing in such a way that the music took shape and form, and the minor mosaic reminded me of Indians dancing around a campfire.


Mesmerized, I sank onto the floor by the old piano and leaned my head against the carved leg, running my fingers along the smooth patterns on the wood.


Siegfried did the same, but his eyes practically bugged out of his head. "Mein Gott. I wish I had a tape recorder. She's giving us a show."


I nodded, unable to speak. "I think she's trying to tell us something. Something really important." After several minutes, my eyes started to close, and before I could protest that I really wasn't very tired, I found myself dreaming of a young Indian girl from the Oneida tribe who held a great secret. A secret so intense she knew her life depended on keeping it. She stared at me in the dream, with her smooth dark hair in two plaits on her shoulders. A buckskin garment covered her torso. High cheekbones accentuated bright black eyes burning with fear. She touched my hand, and I woke.


Sig shook my shoulder. "Gus. Look!"


The door of a large glass cabinet creaked open and slowly swung back and forth. I got up with legs that felt like they had no bones and approached it. "I think she wants us to look through this stuff."


The twins joined me at the cabinet. Six shelves were packed with dusty journals, books, and magazines. I divided up some of the piles and we started going through them. The first book I came to was a Farmer's Almanac. Visions of Oscar Stone and his passion for history crossed my mind. I pictured him looking at these things with white gloves on so he wouldn't damage them. "Careful how you handle them. They're really brittle."


Elsbeth brought her pile to the sofa and sat with her head bent down as she examined them. "They're probably very valuable, ja? Mein Gott, look at these dresses." She continued to flip through the old magazines, chuckling and shaking her head at the fashions.


I pictured Penni sitting beside her. Who knew? Maybe she was gazing at each page just like Elsbeth.


Some of the leather-bound folders contained funny-looking numbers scratched with a fountain pen. Siegfried glanced at the book in my lap. "Ledgers. Lots of them. Probably from a business."


I finished reviewing my collection, found nothing exciting, and went back for another stack. This bunch seemed a lot older. The books were extremely brittle and dusty. But it was getting close to suppertime, and I figured it would take forever to go through them.


"Do you think Tully would mind if we borrowed some of these to look at when we get home?" I said.


Siegfried stood and dusted his hands on his pant legs. "Nein. And I think Penni already gave us permission."


Elsbeth started rooting around in a corner. "We'll need something to help carry these books."


I looked behind the couch and under the coffee table. "Wait a sec. I think I saw an old satchel hanging on the back of Tully's bedroom door." I carefully retraced my steps upstairs and found a canvas rucksack. It was old, but didn't have any holes in it, so it would work. I crept around the sinkhole in the floor and down the stairs again, and loaded the oldest of the books into the bag. Elsbeth found two white tablecloths in the buffet in the dining room and tossed one to her twin. She tied some knots in it, and slung it over her shoulder packed full of books. Siegfried copied her.


We made it back to the Ambuscade with the books bumping against us. Our horses trotted out from under the trees and into the broad rolling fields of alfalfa that crested the hill near the monument. We cantered slowly on the gravel side of the road toward home and parted on Sullivan Road. After taking care of Pancho, I hurried upstairs with Shadow at my heels to study my finds.





Chapter Twenty-seven


 


After dinner, I lay on my stomach facing the foot of my bed. Shadow curled on the rug, chasing an imaginary rabbit. His legs twitched and he yipped every so often. I wondered if his dreams were due to the meatballs I'd slipped him under the table tonight. They'd been unusually spicy. Usually my mother cooked things pretty bland, but the cover had come off the red pepper flakes and she said she didn't want to waste the hamburger, so she picked out what she could and cooked them anyway. I liked them hot, but I wondered if I'd messed up my dog's insides and worried about the nighttime gas bombs he might release later.


I'd browsed through half of the dusty old books we stole from the Tully homestead, but I'd found nothing that jumped out at me.


Of course, I had no idea what I was supposed to be looking for. Why didn't Penni tell me which book to read? I knew she could flip pages. She could even show me the cover in my head, if she wanted to. And she'd talked to me before, in short sentences. "Help Tully!" came back to me, over and over again. But my spirit friend had conveniently disappeared. Why?


Irritated, I slammed the book shut. "Damn!" I had to say it under my breath so my mother wouldn't have a hissy fit, but it felt good to cuss out loud. I sneezed again and closed the MAD Magazine I was using to hide it. I was losing enthusiasm and my eyes had grown dangerously heavy. It seemed like I'd never make up for the lack of sleep last night. I leaned down and stuffed the book in the knapsack I'd hidden beneath my bed. "Ugh. I give up, Shadow. I don't even know what I'm looking for. Geez."


Even my dog had deserted me for the rabbit he chased in his dreams. He didn't wake up, but let out a little snort.


It wasn't even eight o'clock, too early for bedtime. But I didn't care. I changed into my pajamas, brushed my teeth, and turned out the light.


I'd been asleep for only an hour when my mother came into the room and touched my forehead. "Honey? Are you okay?"


I mumbled and turned over. "Just tired."


She smoothed the hair on my forehead and kissed it. "Okay, then. G'night. And don't forget, tomorrow's the funeral. Don't take off on Pancho before we get up, okay?"


"Glirrdomph." I pulled the covers over my head, rolled over, and didn't wake up until the sun pierced my window at seven.


***


"Gus! Are you ready?"


At nine-thirty I looked at the penguin in the mirror and chuckled. "Yeah. I think so." I fumbled with my dad's cufflink and finally got it through the hole in my cuff. "I'm coming."


My mother's perfume reminded me of all the special occasions we'd had together as a family. Church at Easter and Christmas, dinner parties, school concerts, and weddings. I'd only been to a handful of the parties and weddings, but I remembered watching my parents walk out to the car all dolled up. And my mother always smelled like that, that sweet, delicate, almost flowery scent. I think it was the Chanel No. 5 my father gave her for Christmas every year.


I hopped down the stairs so fast I almost skidded onto my backside on the final step. The new shoes had slippery soles and I wasn't used to the weight of them yet.


"Did you brush your teeth, Gus?"


My breath still felt minty fresh from the Crest I'd globbed onto my toothbrush. "Of course, Mom."


She stood in black pumps, a plain black dress with a matching short jacket, and held her fancy black purse with the sparkly clasp in front of her in gloved hands. She seemed nervous, but I didn't blame her. Sitting in a church with lots of people crying and with a dead body on the pulpit made me feel pretty nervous, too. My dad jingled the car keys and checked his watch. "Come on, Gloria, Gus. We'll be late."


Shadow circled and barked when we approached the door. He knew something was up, and wanted in. I leaned down to stroke his silky ears. "Sorry, buddy. You have to stay home for this. We'll be home soon. I promise."


We left Shadow whining in the house and piled into the Oldsmobile. I noticed that Dad had washed it, and that it shone as well as a ten-year-old station wagon could.


The Catholic church was a place we'd always driven past, but never entered. My parents lowered their voices to whispers as soon as we pulled in the parking lot next to  dozens of cars.


I glimpsed a local newscaster adjusting his tie in the mirror of a van parked on the street. Would he actually come into the funeral to report on it? I couldn't imagine such a thing, but I knew Mrs. Brown's story was big news. "Woman escapes fifteen-year captors; reunited with hubby three days before he dies." Although I understood it was newsworthy, it seemed pretty tacky that they would show up at the funeral.


St. Mary's was huge compared to our little Methodist church and seemed even bigger because of the sparse group of people inside. Light streaming through the vibrant stained glass took my breath away as we signed the guestbook and wandered inside. The pews were longer than those in our church. We moved about halfway up and sat on the right side. There was no coffin, and no Mrs. Brown. I studied the program, which included some foreign sounding hymns and lots of Latin. I figured I'd just follow my parents' example and fake it. But I wasn't sure what to do with the little stool I kept hitting my shins against. I noticed some were folded up against the pew and some were down. I flipped mine up to avoid bumping it again and settled back to take in the foreign aromas and sights.


The priest wore flowing white robes and looked a hundred years old. He walked slowly, bent over, but his voice was strong and loud. He started the service with a hymn I didn't know, and to my surprise a small procession walked down the aisle, followed by six men carrying a black shiny casket. I spied Mrs. Brown with a few other family members, but couldn't quite see them because all of the adults in the church stood up when they came inside. I half wanted Mrs. Brown to turn and see us, but at the same time was afraid she actually would. I didn't want to see that awful look in her eyes again, and feel the pain tug at my heart.


I needn't have worried. I saw her in a brief flash. She stepped slow and sure with her head bent down under a black gauze veil. Her shoulders slumped, and even the new dress Mr. Roberts had sold her looked a bit loose on her. Then she disappeared in a sea of shoulders and heads that craned and shifted between us.


The service progressed, and everyone stood and sat at times I couldn't anticipate. I followed along, trying not to stare at the casket. I thanked God it was closed. The priest swung smoking brass things over the casket, saying mysterious words in Latin. It smelled funny, like some kind of exotic incense. I watched in fascination as the service neared the end. At one point, a big hulking man in the second row got up to say a few words about Mr. Brown. Now my view of Mrs. Brown was clear. She sat in the front row, alone except for a man who sat very close to her. I remembered that she'd been searching for her brother's house the night the car got stuck on Sullivan Hill, and figured that the guy next to her must be him.


He turned to whisper in her ear, and when I glimpsed his profile, I froze. My mother stiffened when she caught sight of him. And my father put his hand on hers, as if to calm her.


Zachariah Tully turned in my direction and gave the slightest nod of recognition. With slow and deliberate movements, he resettled next to Mrs. Brown and stood when the final hymn began.





Chapter Twenty-eight


 


After the priest said the final words, the pallbearers lifted the casket and retraced their steps through the church, followed by Mrs. Brown and Tully. She stopped at our pew, and Tully shuffled to a stop behind her. He cast his eyes down and looked away, as if afraid of my mother's gaze. I had to hand it to my mother: in spite of her disapproval for whatever the heck Tully had done to make her upset, she acted with decorum and stayed cool. She used that company voice again, but nobody except my father or me would have known the difference.


Mrs. Brown pushed aside her black veil and took my mother's hand in hers. "Mr. and Mrs. LeGarde. Young Gus. Thank you for coming."


My mother answered in a hushed voice. "Our deepest condolences, Eudora. It was a lovely service."


"Thank you, dear. You were so kind to me the night Clive—the night I lost him. I wanted to thank you, all three of you, from the bottom of my heart." She took the time to touch my hand and look into my eyes, and then did the same to my parents.


"I'm so sorry for your loss," I said. I had practiced the sentence over and over again in my brain before we came to the church. It sounded stiff and ridiculous now, and my voice cracked a little. I flushed, looking at my shoes.


"Thank you, dear." Eudora sighed and looked at the rest of the people waiting to offer their condolences. She slid her arm through Tully's and pulled him forward. "This is my brother, Zachariah."


My parents nodded as if they'd never been introduced to him or seen him shambling around town. "Pleased to meet you," they both mumbled.


Eudora turned toward the church entrance and seemed to steel herself, straightening her shoulders and holding her head high. She pulled the veil back over her face. "Come, Zak. Help me through the rest of this God-awful day."


Her brother? Then that meant it was Mrs. Brown's room we'd been playing in at the old Tully homestead. Mrs. Brown used to be Eudora Tully.


It finally made sense. Mrs. Brown and Tully were the kids shown in the pictures in the old house. And it was their parents who'd died from the fever.


When Mrs. Brown and Tully made it to the door, my parents shook off the silence and began to gather their things. It felt like a strange spell had been cast and then broken.


"André? Can we skip the cemetery? I'm feeling a bit poorly."


My father reacted as if he'd expected her request. "Of course, dear. We've paid our respects. And I should get back to the shop, anyway."


I followed them to the car and watched everyone else form a parade to follow the hearse to the graveyard. The tension between my parents thickened the air. My mother's lips pressed tight together and trembled occasionally. I'd rarely seen her cry, and didn't relish the thought now.


My stomach twisted. I wanted to help but didn't know how. What had Tully done to upset her so? And how could she hate such a sweet old man? A mixture of frustration and anger filled my heart, along with a good dose of guilt. I had befriended the man who made my mother crazy. I felt like a traitor.


We settled into the station wagon. As we turned out onto the street toward home and away from the cemetery, my father whispered to my mother. "Did you know he was her brother?"


A quick shake of her head gave the answer. "No."


My father drove down Main Street and stopped at the light at the end of the road when it switched to red. "I knew he had a sister, but I didn't relate Mrs. Brown to that little Tully girl from long ago. So weird."


My mother's eyes watered and she put a finger to her lips.


I leaned forward and lay both arms on the bench seat between them. "I can hear you guys, you know."


My father looked at me in the mirror. "Sorry, sport."


"Why do you guys hate Mr. Tully so much?" The words flew out of my mouth before I could think to stop them.


I received a frown and the "dad look" in response. "Your mother's upset. Just forget about it."


His expression reminded me of the strap that hung in his closet. Although he'd never used it, it was always the threat of it swinging over my backside that made me mind him. His eyes bored into mine through the silvered glass of the mirror. I nodded and looked down at my hands. "Okay."


There was no way I would rest until I knew what Tully had done to upset my mother to the point where I hardly recognized her. I was confused: mad at her for not telling me, and angry at Tully for whatever monstrous thing he'd done. If I didn't figure it out soon, my head would explode.


"Don't forget, Gus. You have your lesson this afternoon." My mother was trying to sound normal. It almost worked.


"I won't." I slid to the right side of the car and rested my chin on my arm, watching the fields and trees fly past. The corn in the field we passed swayed a bit in the fresh hot breeze winnowing through the rows.


My father glanced my way again, this time with a more relaxed expression. "If you get changed fast, I'll drop you off on my way back to work."


"Okay." My spirits plummeted. A piano lesson I hadn't prepared for, and an hour and a half of pushing a rusty old mower in the heat. What a party.


With a conscious effort, my mother turned to me and smiled. "I'm making lasagna tonight, dear."


I brightened. The prospect of garlic bread and lasagna crusted over with bubbly cheese cheered me up. "Great, Mum. That's my favorite."


My father chuckled. "They're all your favorite, son."


A laugh snorted out my nose. He was right. "Yeah. I know. But Mum's such a good cook, it's hard to choose."


I won the smile I'd been aiming for. "Thanks, honey."


The tension fell away like skin sloughing from a snake, and we drove home in sweeter silence.





Chapter Twenty-nine


 


Millie put her hand on my wrist and stopped me in the middle of a nocturne. I'd massacred the piece.


"You didn't practice this week did you Gus?" She said it with no recrimination.


I hung my head. "Er. Not exactly."


"What's going on, dear? Is everything okay at home?"


I looked up at her kind face and suddenly felt like crying. It scared me, and I sucked up my courage to stop the ridiculous flood of emotion threatening to turn me into a little baby. "I guess."


She slid to the side of the bench and slowly straightened. "Come on. Let's get some lemonade and cookies. We can skip the lesson this week."


With a sigh of relief, I followed her to the kitchen. "Where are William and Oscar?"


"Doctor's appointment for William's ankle. He needs an X-ray to be sure it's mending properly."


I nodded as if it made sense, but the last thing on my mind was William and his ankle. Millie walked across the kitchen without the usual hitch in her step.  I flopped into a chair. "You're walking better today."


She took the pitcher from the Frigidaire and poured two tall glasses. "Here you go, son." A plate of cookies magically appeared in front of me. "And yes. I'm walking pretty well today. It's up and down, you know."


I wolfed down three cookies and covered a burp. "'Scuse me."


"Better?" she asked.


I nodded and wiped my mouth with the back of my sleeve. "Much. Thanks. We went to the funeral this morning, and my dad had to drop me off right after. So I didn't get my lunch."


"Oh, honey! You should have said something earlier."


I gobbled another cookie. "The funeral was pretty weird. It was in St. Mary's."


She nibbled at a cookie. "A little different from our church, isn't it?"


"Yeah. And we saw Mrs. Brown with her brother. My parents were pretty shocked." I drained my glass. "And so was I."


"Oh! You didn't know Zachariah and Eudora were siblings?"


I shook my head. "Nope. Neither did my folks."


Millie's gaze fell to her hands. "I see."


"Millie? Can't you please tell me why they hate Mr. Tully so much? He's the nicest guy in the world. I'm sure he wouldn't have hurt them in any way."


Her eyes softened. "Oh, honey. He didn't hurt them."


"Then what happened?" I beseeched her with my eyes. "Please tell me."


She issued a soft sigh, got up to check the driveway, and sat down again. "Okay. I'll tell you some. But you must promise not to bring it up to your parents."


"Okay."


"Is it a deal? You swear?"


"I swear."


"All right." Millie sat back in her chair. Her shoulders slumped and she started to knead one hand with the other. "You know your grandfather was a doctor, right?"


I looked at her as if she were crazy. "No. I didn't. He was in the war. I knew that."


"Right. But when he came back, he went to school and got a medical degree."


"Wow. How come I didn't know that?"


She shook her head. "I'm not sure. Maybe because it's too painful a memory for your mother."


"Why?"


"Zachariah's parents came back from one of their exotic haunts to Egypt, or Nigeria, or the Amazon—I can't remember which it was that time—they brought back a bad sickness to East Goodland."


"I heard about that. That's what Mr. Tully's parents died from, right?"


"Right. But it wasn't just his parents that had it. Both Tully and Eudora caught it, too."


"Holy cow."


"Right. Zak and Eudora were both getting graduate degrees in Rochester, but they moved home to care for their parents when they got sick. Both were infected in days. Everyone started calling it the Genesee Valley fever, after the sickness that wiped out whole families in the late 1700s. The Tullys' home was quarantined, and folks were warned to stay away."


"Then what?"


"In spite of your grandmother and mother's pleas, your grandfather insisted on treating the Tullys. He set up a cot there and stayed for weeks, so he wouldn't bring the illness back to your family. Your grandmother threatened to leave him if he went, but he said he had to do it. The Hippocratic Oath, don't-you-know."


I tented my fingers. "He was really brave."


"He was. And although Mr. and Mrs. Tully didn't pull through—the illness was too far advanced by the time he arrived—he saved Zachariah and Eudora."


"Then what was the problem? He did good, right?"


"Right. But then he got sick. He died from the fever, Gus. Because he helped the Tullys."


I stared at the chickens and roosters on Millie's wallpaper.


So that was it. Marlowe Wright died saving Tully and his sister. And my grandmother and mother could never forgive him for it. Or Tully, for living when Marlowe hadn't.


It was the most unfair thing I'd ever heard. Tully couldn't help surviving the fever. Nor could Mrs. Brown. But they had, and my grandfather had saved them. I felt inordinately proud of him. He'd been a hero. A true hero. I shook my head, grabbed another cookie, and turned to Millie. "Thank you. I feel better knowing. But you said there was more, right? Can you tell me? I promise not to tell."


She stood up and faced the window. "Some day, dear. I promise. But right now you'd best get started on the lawn."


I gave up the quest, happy with the knowledge I had. It explained a lot. "Okay." With a much lighter heart, I stepped outside to mow the lawn during the hottest part of the day.





Chapter Thirty


 


My father rolled into the Stones' driveway at four thirty. I lay outside under the towering American Yellowwood tree, watching the dried pods from this year's blossoms chitter in the wind. Although I'd taken a hundred drinks from the hose during my grueling stint under the blazing sun, I still thought I might die from exposure. Millie had checked on me a few times, but then had gone inside to lie down.


The car windows were wide open. "Come on, son. Time to go." He said it as if I hadn't been waiting for the past half hour for him to pick me up.


"Dad. I'm going to die of heat exhaustion. When can we get a pool?"


He watched me climb in beside him and chuckled. "I'd say when Hell freezes over, but your mother would kill me."


I gawked at him as if he'd grown two heads. Had he really said the double hockey stick word?


He grinned and patted my knee. "Sorry, son. Must be the heat. But we can't afford a pool. How about we set up the sprinkler?"


I sighed. That sounded good. Anything to get the sticky, cloying clothes off my back and feel cool water rinsing away the grimy salt on my skin. "Okay."


A brown paper bag sat between us. He nudged it toward me while backing out of the Stone's driveway. "Here. I got you something."


My heart flipped. A present? "What? It's not my birthday." I reached for the bag in spite of my protests. "What is it?"


"Open it."


I tore into the bag. A rectangular package slid into my hands. At first I thought it might be a small model kit, but with a start I realized it was some kind of little radio. It looked like those the waitresses at my grandparents' camp had been listening to last summer.


"It's a transistor radio. The newest thing. You can listen to your station while you're outside. No need to plug it in."


I pried open the box and slid the turquoise plastic device into my trembling hands. A nine-volt battery fell out of the bag when my father turned the corner, and I fingered a white wire with a tiny plug on one end and something that looked like it went in your ear on the other.


"That's for listening in the car, when your mother and I are talking. Or at night, when you're falling asleep."


My mouth dropped open. I felt like I'd been given admission to some secret club, and I hadn't even had to go through the initiation. It was a windfall. "Keen, Dad." It was all I could manage.


"Go ahead. Try it. The battery goes in that little compartment, right there. The door slides open." He watched while I fumbled with it. "There you go. Now plug the battery into that little cap."


I did as he instructed, and thumbed the switch to the "on" position. A grating buzz erupted.


"Turn it down with the little wheel. See?" He motioned to the volume control and then the tuner. "Now rotate that big one and look for your station."


I lowered the volume and started to search for music.


"Go ahead and plug in the ear phone, son."


I did as he suggested and realized he'd probably be asking me the same thing a thousand times in the future. With a smile, I settled down in the comfy seat and sped through the channels. Finally, I located the station in Rochester that had just started playing the latest songs from England. The Beatles, The Rolling Stones, and all my favorite bands were broadcast all hours of the day and night. I adjusted the wheel to get a crisp sound, and turned up the volume.


"Satisfaction," by The Stones, whooshed into my ear and brain with a sound that filled my entire being with longing. I wasn't quite sure what it was I yearned for, but it felt almost illegal. My insides churned with delight and I even forgot how hot I was. The driving beat resonated in my body, producing primal, aching sensations. I looked up suddenly at my father, embarrassed that I'd been drawn into such exotic feelings while driving in the family car. But he just whistled a soundless tune and kept his eyes on the road.


I pulled the earpiece out for a minute. "Thanks, Dad. It's the coolest. I can't wait to show the twins."


His face softened, and he reached over to ruffle my hair. "You're welcome, son. You're a good boy. You deserve this."


I smiled, replaced the earpiece, and settled back to listen. I wondered if my father had simply had the urge to buy me a present, or if he'd been trying to make up for the weirdness of how my mother had acted earlier. Either way, I didn't care. I was in Heaven.


When we arrived home, I was startled to see Mrs. Brown's car pulled up by the porch. She and my mother sat on the glider, glasses of lemonade in hand. Mrs. Brown had changed out of her black dress and veiled hat, and wore a dark blue skirt and white blouse instead.


My father parked the car and stared for a minute.


"Why's she here, Dad?" I didn't mean it as an accusation. I was simply curious.


"I've no idea, son. Let's find out."


When we approached, our guest stood as if to leave. "Hello, André. Hello, Gus."


My mother set her lemonade on the metal table and rose. She didn't look upset, which I figured meant she'd collected herself from the shock of discovering that Tully was Mrs. Brown's brother. "Hello, men. Eudora stopped by with a wonderful surprise."


I climbed and perched on the top step after saying hello. Another surprise? Two in one day?


Mrs. Brown's face still looked blotchy and red, and her eyes were swollen. I felt awful that she'd felt the need to come visit on the same day as her husband's funeral.


She reached a hand to my father, who stopped on the bottom step, and spoke in a trembling voice. "I'm sorry to bother you; I know it's coming on dinner time. But I wanted to extend an offer to you as a token of my thanks."


My father started to protest. "Eudora. Please."


She tapped his hand. "Hush now. I heard through the grapevine that your family had to forgo your summer vacation in Maine this year. I found it very sad."


My mother practically beamed. "She's made us an offer, André. A lovely offer."


 I wished they'd get to the point instead of beating around the bush. I came right out and asked. "What is it?"


My impertinence earned a frown from my father and a hand on my shoulder.


Mrs. Brown took a few steps forward and ran the back of her hand against my cheek. "You're a very good boy, Gustave. I've heard nice things about you."


I panicked. Had Tully told her about the rescue? I knew I'd be killed if she revealed my secret.


Before I could run for the hills, she gave me a look that spelled "confidante," and I relaxed. "I want to offer you and your family a week at my cottage in Onset. It's on the Cape. Are you familiar with it?"


My father's eyes widened and he glanced upward to catch my mother's eye. "Oh, my. Onset?"


My mother nodded. "Yes, dear. Isn't it lovely? Onset is glorious this time of year. Nice and cool, too. And Gus, you can walk outside the cottage and go swimming in the ocean."


A huge grin blossomed across my face. Swimming. It was like I'd wished it into being. "Neato! Thank you, Mrs. Brown." I jumped up to hug her, then hesitated. Should one hug a person who's just buried their husband? I wasn't sure and pulled back.


She saw my confusion and reached out both arms to me. "Come here, young man. I need a good hug."


While she pulled me close, she whispered in my ear. "Thank you for what you did for Zachariah. You're a brave young man."


She held me at arms' length and teared up. "I always wanted a little boy. But it never happened for us."


My mother's second nature kicked in. "Oh, Eudora. How sad." She slid one arm over Mrs. Brown's shoulder and the other over mine. "We'll share our boy with you. You can come visit any time. How's that sound?"


Our guest's eyes moistened again. "It sounds divine. Thank you."


Her arms slid from mine and she dabbed at her eyes with a white hanky that appeared suddenly from her sleeve. Without another word, she walked steadily toward the very car where her husband had died, slid behind the wheel, and slowly drove away. I watched until it disappeared around the wooded corner, and headed inside to wash up for dinner.





Chapter Thirty-one


 


"Dinner's almost ready, men. Give me another half hour." My mother whisked into the kitchen and tied her apron around her waist. She hummed a happy tune and busied herself at the stove. A great weight lifted from my shoulders. My mother was back!


I ran upstairs to my hot bedroom, turned on the window fan, and stripped off my shirt. With arms spread, I spoke to Shadow, who lay stretched out on my bed as if he were hot, too. "We're going on vacation, buddy. To Cape Cod!"


He raised his head a fraction of an inch. That was it for his excitement level.


"Anyway, I don't know when, but I'm sure you can come. We'll go running on the beach, and swimming, and it will be the coolest thing. I just wish the twins could come along."


My father poked his head into the room. His necktie hung limp in his hand. "I don't see any reason why we couldn't invite the twins, Gus. They haven't had a vacation this year, either."


My life was looking up. Way up. I whooped and hollered at no one in particular. "You mean it, Dad?"


"Sure. As long as Mr. and Mrs. Marggrander are okay with it."


"Wow!" I danced around the room, swinging my soggy shirt over my head. "Swimming!"


He grinned. "I'm going to shower. I suggest you do the same. Or do you want the sprinkler on?"


I shook my head. "Nah. Sprinklers are for babies. I'd rather swim in the ocean."


He chuckled and wiped his forehead with a sleeve. "How about a cool nice bath, then?"


"Okay."


"See you downstairs in a little while. Your mother made something special."


"I know. Lasagna."


He shook his head. "She changed her mind. We didn't have enough mozzarella cheese. She decided on something new." He disappeared before I could ask what it was. I'd smelled something aromatic and spicy cooking in the kitchen, but had been too excited to inquire.


With a thrill of excitement, I realized I could take a bath and listen to my radio at the same time. I hurried into my bathroom and opened the tap, then unwrapped a fresh cake of Ivory Soap, since my last bar had dwindled down to a sliver. Tossing it in the water, I set a fluffy striped towel on the toilet seat and stripped down. With a guilty look, I closed the bathroom door and locked it. I reached under my sink and took out a bottle of bubble soap my Grandmother Sarah had sent me two Christmases ago. I was embarrassed that my parents might see me, but loved making a big tub full of bubbles. I poured a generous dollop into the water and watched the suds rise. With deliberate care, I set up the transistor radio on the counter near the tub, but not near enough that it could be knocked into the basin. I turned up the volume and was greeted with the newest Sonny and Cher tune, "I Got You, Babe."


When the tub was filled halfway, I slid into the warm sudsy water and lay down on my back. I let the tub fill more, and as it rose, my body floated. Legs and arms first, then head. I sucked in my breath and my whole body floated in ecstasy to the sound of "Mr. Tambourine Man," by The Byrds. The events of the past week flew through my brain, like an eight-millimeter movie going too fast. By the time I'd sung along with "I'm Henry the Eighth, I Am," by Herman's Hermits and "I Like it Like That," by The Dave Clark Five, I realized something important. I needed to see Tully before we disappeared on vacation. He might worry. And I needed to know he'd be okay without us.


My mother rapped on the door, startling me. "Gus! Dinner's ready."


I sat up with a start. "Uh. Okay, Mum. Be down in a jiffy."


I dried my pruned body while singing along to "Downtown," by Petula Clark. Life was good again. I smiled at myself in the foggy mirror, jumped into clean clothes, and ran downstairs to the dining room.





Chapter Thirty-two


 


"They're called tacos." My mother brandished a large tray of U-shaped things that looked a bit like crackers. "They're made with corn, and folks eat them in Mexico all the time."


I'd heard about them somewhere, but had never really pictured what they were. They smelled fantastic, and the hamburger mixture she scooped from the frying pan to the big yellow bowl smelled good, too. It looked like Sloppy Joe mix, but the seasonings had to be much more exotic, because I felt almost heady with excitement.


"Here you go. Now see, I've chopped up these things to add to them like toppings." She pointed to the bowls lined up like little soldiers in a row. "Shredded cheese, black olives, pickles, tomatoes, lettuce. And this sauce here is to drizzle over the top."


I stared at the conglomeration of food and could hardly wait to taste it. "So you pack it all inside that taco thingie?"


"Yes," my mother said.


I picked one up and sniffed. The aroma was tantalizing.


We went to work. It was messy and slow going, but the crunch of the taco combined with the hot spicy filling topped with cold chopped condiments was so delicious, it brought me to a new level of gluttony.


While I polished off my fifth taco, my mother and father chatted across the table about Onset.


"When can you break away, dear?" My mother grabbed for another napkin. She'd managed to stay clean and not spill anything, which was more than I could say.


"Let's see. It's Wednesday today. If I contact Lew at the Lakeville Pharmacy, I can probably get him to take over for my customers' prescriptions next week. I'll have to have a few days to call them all to tell them I won't be in town."


"I can help you with that, André." My mother's eyes sparkled. She seemed so much like her regular self, I almost cried with relief.


"Okay. If we make the calls tomorrow and Friday, I don't see why we couldn't leave Saturday."


I could hardly control my excitement. My legs jittered up and down with anticipation even as I reached to fill another taco. I hadn't yet had a chance to call the twins, and planned to do it after supper. I'd put my father on first to talk to Mr. Marggrander, and then tell the twins about the need to see Tully before we left.


"How long does it take to get to Massachusetts, Dad?"


He leaned over his plate to catch a crumbling taco, stuffed to the brim with all the goodies. I almost laughed when it broke in half and burst onto the plate, but it had happened to me twice already. He calmly picked up his fork and attacked the pile. "At fifty-five miles per hour, without construction or delays, it will probably take us about eight and a half hours without stops. But if we stop for fifteen minutes every two hours to use the facilities, I'd say we should plan on nine to ten hours."


My eyes widened. "Wow. That's a long drive." I wiped my messy chin with a napkin. "We can take Shadow, right?"


My mother answered this time. "We can. Mrs. Brown mentioned him before you two got home. She said her family always had dogs there."


"Does she rent it?" My father looked up over his glasses, still scooping the errant mixture into his mouth.


"I don't think so. It sounded to me as if it had been a family home for generations. She has cousins and nieces and nephews who use it on occasion, but it isn't reserved for the next three weeks."


"Can we go for the whole three weeks?" I burst into the conversation without really thinking about my dad's business.


That earned me the "dad look" again. "Not likely, Gus. We're lucky to get away for one week this summer."


I almost hung my head, but was too excited to go through with it. "Okay. One week is sure better than none. Can I have another taco, Mom?"


A tolerant smile touched her lips. "May I, son. And yes. If you don't explode first."


I hurried through the next two tacos, rolled myself away from the table, and bothered my father for the next half hour to call the Marggranders. To my delight, Mr. Marggrander readily agreed. We'd always spent summers in Maine vacationing side by side at my grandparents' camp, and when we couldn't go this summer, they'd opted out as well. I'd heard they planned a two-week trip to Germany in the fall, but wasn't certain if it was a sure thing. I grabbed the phone from my father when he was done, danced around the kitchen and got the cord wrapped all around me, and whispered plans to head out to Tully's first thing the next morning.





Chapter Thirty-three


 


That night I scrambled into bed, too excited to sleep, too excited to read, too excited to do anything but think about the ocean. I lay with my hands clasped behind my head, staring at the ceiling and imagining the waves and sand and silver minnows that would swim across my toes. At nine o'clock, darkness began to close in and crickets' songs drifted in on a breeze smelling faintly of my mother's roses. The room was hot, the sheets felt cloying on my legs, and flutters of anticipation raced across my belly.


I threw off my sheet and got up to turn my window fan to high. Raising my arms high above my head, I turned in the hot breeze to dry the perspiration. When I turned back to my bed, hairs stood up on the back of my neck. Something electric filled the air I breathed, and I smelled peppermint.


I stepped slowly toward the bed, but before I could sit, a depression formed on the sheets where I'd been laying. 


Penni.


The scent of peppermint intensified. I inhaled it with surprising greed, stopping to listen to the whispering in my head. Her voice, soft and insistent, tickled my brain.


Please. Please. Please. Please. Please.


I looked around the room. The curtains stayed put and my bed returned to normal. She was up, but where had she gone?


In seconds, rustling came from beneath my bed. The chenille bedspread billowed like sheets drying in the wind, then suddenly stopped.


Please. Please. Please. Please. Please.


I knelt down to remove the books I'd taken from Tully's family home, and whispered to Penni, hoping my mother didn't pick this minute to pop in to say good night.


"Okay. I'll do it."


I grabbed the pile I hadn't checked yet and slid it up onto my bed beneath the sheet. Penni quieted, and with a whoosh that was more internal than something happening in the room, she disappeared.


The nightstand drawer held my flashlight. I shut off the lamp and eased the drawer open, hoping it wouldn't squeak. The chrome barrel felt cool to the touch when I slid it out and buried it beneath my pillow. My mother's light tread on the hall rug made me jump into bed and slide the sheets over my legs. I lay back and tried to still my thumping heart.


"Honey? You awake?" She stepped inside and whispered the words in her velvety soft voice that always made me feel safe.


"Yeah. I'm going to sleep soon though."


"It's hot in here. Will you be able to sleep?"


"I think so. If it gets really bad, I'll shove my bed closer to the fan."


"Good idea. Want to do it now?"


"No, thanks. I'll wait and see."


She leaned down to kiss my cheek. "Love you, big boy."


"I love you too, Mum."


When she swished out of the room, I waited until I heard her bedroom door open and close, then reached for the flashlight with a guilty surge of pleasure. In spite of how hot I was, I pulled the sheet over my head and ran the light over the frail pages, squinting when the penmanship got too scrawled to make out.


By ten o'clock, my eyes grew gritty and I didn't think I could stand another second of the heat or eyestrain. But at one minute past ten, I hit pay dirt.


It was an old diary, written in spidery penmanship in a book with a marbled cover. Embossed on the cover was the year, 1905. There was no name inscribed in the flyleaf, nor any indication of the author. I suspected it was one of Tully's parents, but wasn't sure. The writing seemed feminine, with more curls and swirls than I'd expect on a man's penmanship. But in the old days, guys wrote pretty fancy, too, so I couldn't tell at first.


It was in the month of March that I found the reference to the Ambuscade.


My father's papers have revealed a testimony that shakes me to the core. If this is revealed, the Ambuscade history will be significantly rewritten. I must decide. It will not be easy. Should I tell? Should I bury it and keep the secret?


I read more, but it took until April for another mention of the Ambuscade.


I've been reviewing the historical documents owned by the town. There is no mention of this Indian girl and her brother. These names don't exist in the official documentation. Did they simply not know? Or have they, too, buried the truth?


With a certainty that stood up and shouted back at me, I knew this was what Penni wanted to show me. It didn't have all the answers, but it implied something. Something about the Ambuscade history wasn't right. The information had been stifled to protect someone. Or a bunch of someones.


I read on, and amidst all the family issues and births and deaths reported, I found one more entry in July that caught my interest.


I can't handle the burden of the decision. I'm moving Father's records to the cottage, to let the next person to read them make the decision. I'm with child now, and must spend my days tending to my health and my first child. God forgive me.


The cottage?


My mind raced.


I tossed the rest of the books under the bed and rolled around in the hot sheets for two hours before I finally dropped off to visions of Penni and her brother romping through cornfields under a dull gray sky.





Chapter Thirty-four


 


Although I was only five minutes late for our usual rendezvous, the twins weren't waiting at the halfway point on Sullivan Hill the next morning. Concerned, I turned Pancho in the direction of their house, cutting across the edge of a cornfield to save time. The gelding's canter was like a rocking chair, easy and comforting. He moved with agility over the ruts and rocks. I slowed him to a jog when we reached their lawn, skirted it so I wouldn't leave hoof prints in it, and trotted up the gravel drive to the barn.


Both horses were still in the paddock. Another ripple of unease streaked along my spine. Where were the twins?


A sound caught my attention from the barn. I went around back and tied Pancho to the fence. Something in my gut—based on similar bad experiences like this—told me that I might not want the twins' parents to know I was there.


"Elsbeth? Sig?" I raced down the center aisle, and back again. Nothing. A faint whimper carried over the air that smelled of sweet hay. Backtracking, I peeked over the empty horse stalls and found Elsbeth crumpled in the corner of Golden Boy's stall with a pitchfork in her hands. Her swollen eyes told the story. The raised red splotch on her face resembled a handprint.


Rushing to her side, I crouched beside her. "What happened?"


She shivered and wept against my chest, spilling the story between hiccups and sobs. "My mother went crazy this morning."


"Again?" My voice held no judgment. Mrs. Marggrander frequently suffered through memories of the concentration camps in Buchenwald. Sometimes it went on for days. And when it did, Mr. Marggrander's temper became frayed. The twins usually ended up bearing the brunt of his frustration.


"Ja. Again. And my father…"


"He got mad?"


"Ja. He gave us a list of chores that could never be done in a day. Maybe not two days. I told him so, and he went berserk."


"Oh, geez. You know you shouldn't—"


"I know. But I wanted to see Mr. Tully and Penni again before we left for vacation."


"So what happened?"


"He grounded us for the whole day, and doubled the list of chores. I was furious. Really furious. I stomped upstairs to Siegfried's room, where he was looking at the old books."


"Is he okay?"


"Nein. My father followed me and saw the books. He forced us to tell about the abandoned Tully house, and asked where we got the books. We didn't say anything about Mr. Tully or Penni."


I blanched, with as much fear for myself as for the twins. "Oh my God. What did he do?"


"He said we stole the books. He made me show him my pile. I told him we were going to bring them back, but he didn't believe me.” Shaking, she touched her face. “Then he slapped me."


My heart clenched. "Oh my God. I'm so sorry." I drew her to me and held her close, rubbing my hands on her back the way my mother did when I was sad. In a totally unexpected surge, my feelings of tender nurturing changed. I wanted to protect her, to help her, to be her champion, her prince.


"Is there anything I can do to help, Elsbeth? I'm so sorry."


Something more than affection pulsed through me, and it may have happened to her, too, for she nuzzled closer to me.


"Hold me, Gus."


She reached her arms up to my shoulders and kissed my cheek. I kissed her back, close to—but not on—her soft lips. Tears still streamed from her eyes, and when she laid her head against my neck I felt the warm moisture wet my skin. We held each other until Siegfried called to her from the doorway.


"Coming!" She looked at me with a rush of affection and whispered, "You'd better go. Try calling tomorrow morning. See if my father will let us talk to you."


I fell back against the rough wooden planks that separated both stalls and nodded. "Okay." It was all I could manage.


"Thank you." She lifted her hand to her lips and blew me a teary kiss. I was too dumbfounded to catch it, but smiled back with a goofy grin. "Tomorrow."


Mixed feelings surged within me. I felt awful that she'd been hit again, and that her father found the books. I wanted to protect her. I cared so deeply for her.


But I also I felt all floppy and happy inside.


I didn't know what to think.


I wanted to see Siegfried, but was afraid if we took too long Mr. Marggrander would come out and yell at them again. Plus, I didn't want him to see me all flustered like this. I was confused, elated, and embarrassed. Also, I was sure Siegfried bore the same marks of discipline Elsbeth did, and I didn't want to be the cause of more problems.


Slowly, I stumbled to Pancho's side and swung onto his broad back. I made sure to keep the barn between the house and me so they wouldn't see me and traveled down the center of the field, between two narrow rows of shoulder-high corn, until I reached an opening that brought me back to Sullivan Hill.


"Come on, boy. Let's go." We cantered up the dirt road toward Tully's under a canopy of green maple and wild cherry tree leaves. I kept replaying the scene over and over again. Elsbeth's poor cheek, covered in a red blotch. The strange way my body changed when I held her close.


Had I actually kissed a girl? Almost on her lips? And my best friend, to boot? Was it possible?


I touched my lips with my fingers and smiled. I had. I kissed a girl.


And I liked it.


But it wasn't just any old girl; it was Elsbeth, my pal since the age of five. We'd spent many lazy days together as little kids, and then had explored the wonders of the woods and valleys with Siegfried when we got older. We had called ourselves the Three Musketeers of Sullivan Hill. Always together. Inseparable. Totally devoted to each other.


So how could I feel this way toward my best friend?


I thought about it as Pancho made his way steadily toward the Ambuscade. We trotted up the hill past the graveyard, and the splendor of the Conesus Lake basin came into view. I paused at the top of the hill to take it all in, sifting through my feelings.


If I was honest, I'd started feeling twinges of affection for her off and on over the past year. When she was near, I'd begun to grow warm in embarrassing places, and I'd seen her in an increasingly different light. I'd appreciated the curve of her creamy cheek beneath her tumbling curls, had noticed the way her eyes sparkled when she got a great idea, and had felt that shivery excitement when I'd ridden double with her after she hurt her ankle.


It had been coming for a long time.


A sense of foreboding hit me. What would Siegfried think? Would he want to punch me? Would he care?


Of course he would. He'd feel weirded out by the whole thing. We'd always been so close, the three of us. Now there would be this awkwardness between us. And in spite of how much I wouldn't want him to, maybe he'd feel left out, like a third wheel.


Pancho turned into the Ambuscade road before I could shift my weight and reins to guide him. I chuckled. It was as if he could read my mind.


I hoped Siegfried couldn't read my mind like my horse.


We jogged toward the park entrance and through the white fence.





Chapter Thirty-five


 


I smelled smoke curling from Tully's chimney a good ten minutes before I made it to his cabin. Relieved that he was home, I tethered Pancho to the usual bush and strode to the door. It opened with a whiff of peppermint, and I figured Penni must have alerted Tully that I'd arrived.


"Come in, boy. We're glad to see you. Where are your friends?"


The expression on my face must have stopped him. He grunted, closed the door behind me, and motioned to a chair. "No matter. You can tell me when you're ready."


Penni's presence felt stronger than ever. A window curtain fluttered over the sink, the water in the kettle suddenly spouted steam, stopping as fast as it started. A few dry leaves burst into mini-cyclones outside the windows. I figured I must have riled her up with my findings in Mrs. Tully's journal.


Before I asked him about Penni's past, I turned to him and blurted out my thoughts. "Mr. Tully. Why didn't you tell us you were Mrs. Brown's brother?"


Tully cocked his head and squeezed one eye shut. "Why didn't you tell me her husband died in your driveway?"


I realized he was right. We'd never had a conversation about her. How would he know I knew her? "I…" I ran my finger in circles over the rough oak stand beside my chair. "I guess it never came up, did it?"


"Eudora said your family was very kind to her. But she didn't realize until later that you were descendents of Marlowe. She said it was such a blur that night. She barely remembered your first names."


"It was just awful. I felt so bad for her."


"Me too, boy. Me too."


I slid the diary out of my knapsack and laid it on the table. "I found this in your house. I hope it's okay that I read it. Penni kind of made me."


He chuckled and reached for it. "She can be rather insistent when she wants something. What is it?"


"I think it's your mother's journal. Just before you were born."


"Ah. Yes. We have one of these for every year. Where did you find it?"


"Penni showed it to us when we were at the house." A few pages flipped on their own, and Tully just ignored it, as if having a ghost flip pages in his book was something he dealt with every day. I stopped and thought about it. He probably did deal with it every day.


"Was it in the living room cabinet?"


"Yup." I leaned over and opened it to the page where the Ambuscade was mentioned, and told him the gist of the story. "See?"


He was quiet while he read. The sound of the woodstove pinging and the fluttering of something on the roof were all I heard. Tully pointed to the roof without looking up. "She likes to play with the tree branches that overhang the house. Sometimes she taps out rhythms."


I looked up and smiled.


He finished reading the passages, closed the book reverently, and ran his hands over its cover, as if touching his mother's hand. "By jingles, this is big. Really big."


I nodded with wide eyes. "It is, isn't it?"


"If we can find the papers she's referring to, we might rewrite history."


"I wonder what the secret is?" I let my imagination run wild, replaying the scenario that Elsbeth had envisioned, with Penni attacking her lover's killer. "It's definitely about Penni. And her brother."


"Indeed." He started to pace around the living area, head down and deep in thought. "If Penaki was somehow involved in this, or privy to the information, and had to keep it quiet…"


"It would explain why she's still hanging around, right? She wants to set the record straight."


The tin cups on the wall clanged at once, rattling against the pots and pans that hung beside them.


Tully looked up at them. "Exactly." He sat back on the couch and put his feet up, lacing his hands behind his head. "Eudora says your family's going to Onset."


"We are. Saturday. The twins are coming." I hesitated. "I think."


He glanced sideways at me but didn't push me. "Then you have to search for the papers when you get there. It's your duty. But do it surreptitiously. You don't want your folks getting mad. They don't exactly approve of me."


"I understand." Excitement swelled in my chest. "I will. I promise."


He leaned back on the couch and rested his arm on the side table, playing over the surface of the green metal box sitting beside him. I hadn't noticed it at first.


"Is that the box from your old house?"


He ran his hand over its smooth surface. "It is."


"Why'd you have to sneak in at night and take it if it's your house, anyway? It's just a bunch of old pictures and letters. Right?"


He glared at me. "I didn't sneak in. It's my place. I can go there whenever I want."


I hung my head. "Sorry."


He relaxed and sighed. "But you probably earned the right to know, since you saved my neck. I'd been sampling my whiskey a little that night, and I had the urge to see it. I know it was late, but I keep weird hours." He took the box onto his lap. "This contains some very special items. When Eudora finally found me and told me about her husband, we took a walk out to the old place together. She talked about getting it restored and living in it again. Dreamed of making it the showplace it once was."


I stared at the box, dying to know what was so special about it.


"This has private things in it that I don't want gawked at by workmen. Or anyone, for that matter."


I sat silent, hoping he'd tell me more.


"Okay, okay. I'll show you this." He opened the lid toward his belly, not wide enough for me to see all the way in, but enough to select some photos. "This here is your grandfather and me in Switzerland. That mountain in the background is the Eiger. Ever heard of it?"


I shook my head and examined the picture. There they were again. My grandfather Marlowe and Tully. In the close up, both men looked young and vibrant with arms slung around each other's shoulders once again. Their eyes sparkled and although the photo was in black and white, I swore I saw the flush of the outdoors on their cheeks. The Eiger Mountain loomed large and majestic behind them.


"It was the happiest time of my life," he said. His voice hitched, and he looked down at his hands.


I didn't get it. How could he sound so sad about the happiest time in his life? "You look like you're having a ball." My words sounded lame, but I didn't know what else to say. "Did Mr. Roberts take the picture?"


He shook his head. "No. It was taken by another tourist. Roberts had to head home earlier than we did. He left us in Paris, and we continued to Grindlewald."


I peered at the picture a little more closely. "Is my grandfather wearing a ring?"


A look of frustration crept over his face. "He is. It was a gift from me on his birthday. Amethyst. Before he died, he gave it back to me."


"I've seen it," I said. "I'm sorry I snooped, but it's in the bag of marbles in the hole in your closet."


He bolted straight up. "You found it?" In seconds he'd jumped up and grabbed me in a bear hug, then held me at arms' length to look in my face. "Honest to Pete?"


I nodded, feeling a bit awkward. "Yeah. Why would I make that up?"


"Of course you wouldn't. God bless you, you found it!"


I submitted to another hug and waited for him to settle down.


"I've been looking for that ring for years. You say it was in my old marble bag?"


"Yup. Maybe Penni put it there."


He chortled and slapped his knee. "By jingles, maybe she did. She always was a little jealous of our friendship. Like a lot of people around here."


I waited for clarification, but it didn't come. "Do you want me to go get it for you?"


He rose and grabbed his jacket from the hook behind the door. "No, thanks. Let's go together so nothing happens to either one of us this time."


"What about my horse?"


"Leave him here for now. Let's walk. It'll do us both good."


I checked Pancho's tether, found it still snug, and sprinted after Tully, who'd already made headway on the path.


Thoughts raced through my mind as we hurried along the trail. I felt confused about the way Tully acted, but also felt like I shouldn't judge him. Maybe he really liked my grandfather, and they were close, like me and Sig. And maybe he'd never had any other friends. After his parents died, the town had shunned them, afraid of catching the fever.


I figured that's why he became a hermit, and his sister left town to become a journalist who traveled the world. So maybe my grandfather was his one and only pal. Ever. Since he'd never married, as far as I knew, that could explain a lot. No wonder the pictures meant so much to him, and no wonder he seemed so sad when he talked about my grandfather.


I settled into a steady jog to keep up with Tully's long stride, and wondered if Penni was on our tail. I couldn't see her, but smelled the faint aroma of peppermint every so often. She was there, all right. Just like she'd been for almost the past two hundred years.





Chapter Thirty-six


 


"It looks peaceful this morning." I stopped to stare at the house when we broke free of the woods and entered the clearing. A cloud of white and yellow butterflies hovered over the hayfield, rising in unison and swooping in a glorious display. I watched in wonder, never having seen clusters of them before. Usually one lone butterfly darted here or there, sipping nectar from Queen Anne's Lace or buttercups. But a whole flock of them?


It hit me in a flash. I turned to Tully. "Penni?"


He scratched his beard and pointed to the sky where the butterflies congregated in a design so beautiful and complicated it reminded me of the doilies Millie Stone crocheted. "Sometimes she can get nature to cooperate with her whims. Like now."


The cloud of butterflies rose higher, swooping down toward us. I laughed and ducked. They performed the trick once more, and then scattered to the wildflowers as if a little Indian ghost hadn't just taken control of their tiny minds.


"That was so neat." We walked a little further. The sun already felt hot on the top of my head. "It's gonna be another scorcher."


Tully looked up at the sky, swiped at the perspiration on his brow, and hobbled toward the house. "Yep. Best get this done."


The house felt cool inside. I ran for the stairs and took them two at a time. At the top, I spun around and put out a hand to stop Tully who had just reached the second tread. "Wait there. I'll be back before you can count to ten."


I could tell he didn't like the idea, but he looked winded. And he was sweating way more than he should have been for a short walk through the cool woods. I worried that he might have a heart condition or something.


He plopped down on the stairs and waved a hand in the air at me, as if to rid himself of a pesky bug. "Be careful."


I skirted the caved-in section, raced into Tully's childhood bedroom, and rummaged in the hole in the floor for the marbles. At first I thought they weren't there, but after scrabbling around on my stomach and reaching far back, my hand closed around the bag. I brought them back to Tully and sat beside him in the stairwell. "Here you go."


He pretended to frown at me. "I counted to eleven."


A chuckle escaped my lips. "Yeah. At first I thought Penni had taken the whole bag. But it was just pushed way back in the hole."


He wasn't paying attention now, but held the bag in his hands as if I'd just delivered him urns of frankincense and myrrh. With trembling fingers, he opened the drawstring and plunged his hand inside. The marbles bulged and rolled inside the bag, making clicking sounds. After a few seconds of rummaging, his eyes lit up. "Aha!" With a flourish, he removed the ring and held it to the light. "By jingles, this is it."


I watched as he slid it on the fourth finger of his left hand. It flashed when he rotated it in the sun. But suddenly it flickered again, and this time he hadn't turned the stone in the light. It signaled like a lighthouse warning a lost ship on the foggy sea. One two three. One two three.


I touched the ring with a forefinger, and leaned forward in fascination. "Is it Penni again?"


A smile crept over his lips. "Could be. Or… Maybe it's your grandfather."


***


On the way back to his house, Tully became more inquisitive. "So what's up with the twins? Are they okay?"


I hesitated. I didn't want to talk about their private life, but I also didn't want to lie to him. "They will be."


"What happened?"


I kicked a stone with my sneaker and kept it going while we talked. "They got in big trouble."


"How?"


"Elsbeth was fresh to her father. And then he found the books we took from your house. He said they stole them, and made them tell him all about the house."


"I see." He was pensive for a moment. "I'm okay with that, you know. Penni's the one who put you up to it. Right?"


"Right. But Mr. Marggrander doesn't know about you or Penni. He hit them. Elsbeth's face was all red. I didn't see Sig."


His face grayed. "Would it help if I went over there? Told them I gave you permission to borrow the books?"


"I don't know. They'd probably get in trouble for talking to a stranger, if you did.  None of us is allowed to do that." I kicked another stone since the first one went too high and disappeared in the woods. "Even though you're our friend now," I hastened to add.


"I see." His eyebrows pinched together.


I walked somberly beside him. "It's better to let it lie, I think. He'll get over it and if they do all the chores on the list, he'll calm down. He always does."


"My parents were pretty tough disciplinarians," Tully said. "But I never had marks on me afterwards."


"Me, neither." I caught site of Tully's shack through the trees. Pancho looked like he was sleeping, with his head hung low and one hind leg relaxed so that just the tip of his hoof touched the grass.


"Your folks are good to you, then?"


I nodded. "They're the best." My stone went wide again. Bored with that game, I began to jump in the air to try to catch grape leaves dangling overhead. "But I'm sorry about how they treated you at the funeral."


"They were fine." His face denied his words.


"No, they acted weird. And I know why."


His startled expression nearly knocked me over. "What? They told you?"


"No, my parents won't tell me anything. Millie Stone told me."


He stopped me in the middle of the road and turned me to face him. "What exactly did she tell you, Gus?"


I stuttered, surprised by his fierce grip. "I—she—she said my grandfather sacrificed his life to save you and your sister. Basically, that's it. She said it was too late for your parents, but he went into a house with the fever, anyway, in spite of the risks. And in spite of the fact that my Grandma Sarah and my mother tried to stop him with all their might."


His hands unclenched and his face returned to normal. "Oh." He started walking again. "Well, that's what happened. I'm glad you're not upset about it."


"Why would I be upset? He was a hero, Mr. Tully."


He glanced sideways at me. "He was. Indeed. He took an amazing risk, and died for us."


"I'm proud of him."


He slipped an arm over my shoulder. "You should be." He jingled the bag of marbles in his free hand. "Would you like these? As a little token of my thanks for the rescue the other night?"


I eyed them with greed. "Oh, man. I'd love them. But if my parents found out, they'd probably make me give them back. I'm not supposed to take gifts from—"


"I know. From strangers."


"I'm sorry."


He shrugged it off. "Not a problem. Some day I vow to make it good between your mom and me."


"Really?"


"Really."


"I'll bet Mrs. Brown could help. My mother loves her."


"Your mother must know Eudora's my sister, doesn't she?"


"Now she does. But it doesn't make sense, does it?"


"What?"


We'd arrived at his doorstep. He pushed open his door and I paused before heading for Pancho.


"It doesn't make sense that she can ‘forgive' Mrs. Brown for surviving instead of my grandfather, but not forgive you."


He froze, keeping his back to me. "I guess not."


"Don't worry. Once she gets to know you, she'll love you, Mr. Tully."


He swung his shaggy head toward me, his features drawn and pale. "I don't know, son."


"Trust me."


A half-smile appeared on his lips. "Now that I can do, young sir. That, I can do. Have a good trip to the sea." He tipped an imaginary hat at me and gently closed the door.





Chapter Thirty-seven


 


I hadn't seen the twins for two days since they'd been punished, and was relieved Mr. Marggrander actually let them come on vacation. I figured maybe he needed a break after the turmoil of his wife's latest breakdown. Siegfried had called last night to say they'd finished all their chores by six, just barely in time to pack and get ready for today's trip. Although he'd been subdued, he didn't sound like he hated me, so I guessed Elsbeth had kept quiet about the kiss.


He sat down gingerly when he got into the car. I exchanged a soulful glance with him, and he shook his head and looked in my parents' direction. I knew he didn't want me to ask him about it in front of them. Elsbeth's face had mostly healed, and just a touch of redness remained. If my parents noticed, they didn't say anything. They might have thought it was sunburn or a scrape. It was just as well. Stirring up more trouble at the Marggrander house was ill advised. The twins knew how to avoid getting in trouble for the most part, although Elsbeth's temper sometimes got in the way.


We'd been on the road for almost four hours when my transistor radio picked up a radio station near Albany after an hour of static. "Do You Believe in Magic," by The Lovin' Spoonful sizzled through the wire into my earpiece. Elsbeth slept on my shoulder, her warm breath puffing against my ear. She'd fallen asleep almost an hour ago. Siegfried was lost in a calculus workbook, head down and pencil scribbling furiously. He'd said just a few words all morning. And Shadow curled on my lap, sleeping and occasionally kicking his legs as if he were chasing rabbits.


When we passed the rest stop signs, my mother draped her arm over the back of the bench seat, her fingertips touching my father's shoulder. She'd seemed more relaxed than ever, and occasionally smiled back at us.


She motioned for me to remove my earpiece and spoke quietly so she wouldn't wake Elsbeth. "Are you boys hungry? I have egg salad or tuna sandwiches, Fritos, and apples."


My stomach had been growling for over an hour. "I'm starving!"


Siegfried looked up from his workbook, refocused on the world around him, and blinked. "Ja. Bitte. I'm hungry too."


My father glanced at us in the rearview mirror. "I'm ravenous. And just in time. There's a picnic area coming up in four-point-two miles."


When we approached the turnoff, I gently shook Elsbeth awake. She rubbed her eyes and looked around with confusion, as if she'd forgotten we were locked in a station wagon for endless hours. I envied her ability to escape the boredom.


Elsbeth stretched and yawned, then looked at me with a secret expression in her eyes. She'd acted totally normal—as if we'd never kissed—and I began to wonder if it had meant anything to her. But just now the look in her eyes that flashed so warm—like melting chocolate chips—dove straight into my heart and churned it up. I responded with a furtive smile, squeezed her hand with no one noticing, and went back to friendship mode before Siegfried tuned in.


"Where are we?" She sat up straighter and peered out the window.


"Near Albany," I said. "But we're stopping for lunch."


Shadow woke up and pressed his nose to the window, his tail wagging furiously.


My father pulled in beside some picnic tables and put the Oldsmobile in park. "Almost to Massachusetts, kids."


We tumbled out into the grassy area and lined up three abreast at the closest picnic table. I tied Shadow's leash to the foot of the table, and he eventually lay down in the grass at my feet next to the bowl of water my dad set out for him. My mother spread a tablecloth and in minutes we all chomped on the feast. I ate three sandwiches, the majority of the Fritos, and still had room for an apple. And I sneaked all of my crusts to Shadow, who instantly devoured them. After we'd stuffed ourselves, we piled back in the station wagon and to my surprise, I fell asleep.


I woke when we pulled into the driveway of the Tully cottage.


"This is it. Sixty-eight West Boulevard." My father pointed to the water below. "And that's Sunset Cove, kids. That's where you'll swim."


My mother stood in awe before the faded blue house. "Oh my. It's a Victorian. And look at that wraparound porch."


The house overlooked a grassy hill above the beach. My jaw dropped when I realized how close we were to the ocean. We'd literally be able to walk outside, down the hill, and onto the sand. I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and licked my dry lips.


Outside the car, salty air wafted around us. The scent mesmerized me. I licked my lips again, and tasted brine. My hair—growing longer each day—actually lifted in the breeze. Siegfried put his arm around his sister and they both stared at the blue bay glistening below, dotted with sailboats, cabin cruisers, and even a small yacht. Seagulls whirled overhead, and the shouts of children on the beach rose to greet us.


I put Shadow on his leash so he wouldn't run away and chase seagulls, and we approached an old door with stained glass panels. It looked like some of the panes had been broken in the past and replaced with clear glass. I wondered if some kid had shot his baseball through them, and gotten in big trouble. Maybe Tully, when he was a boy?


Just to the right of the door hung a black iron nautical bell with a sailboat on it. I couldn't resist, and reached over to clang it. It emitted a rich, warm tone.


My mother tapped my hand. "Gus! Don't touch that."


"Sorry." I didn't feel too sorry, actually. It had sounded wonderful, and I bet kids could probably hear it all the way down at the beach.


We raced upstairs to the bedroom we'd been assigned. There were only two rooms available, one for adults and one for kids. The remaining two rooms had sawhorses across their entrances and signs that said they were being renovated. Mrs. Brown had mentioned that to my mother, warning her that it might smell a bit like paint, but also that she'd have the next-door neighbor open all the windows for us before we arrived.


Four twin beds with pale yellow bedspreads stood in each corner of our room. Rock maple furniture rounded out the sunny space–one dresser, four chairs around a card table, and a nightstand beside each bed. One whole wall was filled with bookshelves, loaded with old bindings, and to my dismay I realized there were many days worth of searching ahead of us. I hadn't noticed any books downstairs, so at least I could search the stacks by night and not draw any attention from my folks.


Sheer white curtains billowed in the breeze, filling the room with the same aroma of sea, salt, and adventures to come.


I unplugged the earpiece from my transistor radio, found a Boston station, and thumbed the volume wheel to max. "My Girl," by The Temptations, blasted through the air. Elsbeth claimed one bed, throwing her suitcase on top and immediately setting her things in the top drawer of the dresser. I leapt onto my bed and sprawled on my back. Shadow followed, and put his heavy front feet on my stomach. "This is so cool!"


Siegfried stood at the window and stared at the sea. He'd been somber since the punishment, and I worried that somehow he was forever changed. I hoped after a few days cavorting on the beach he'd be back to his old self.


I eased Shadow off my stomach and joined him at the window. Sun glinted strongly off the bay, making me squint. "It's beautiful, isn't it?" I flung an arm around his shoulder and hoped he'd crack.


His eyes dropped to the ground. "Ja. It's nice."


I tightened my grip on his shoulders. "Are you gonna be okay?"


The hesitation was slight, but I was rewarded with a hint of a smile. "Of course. I just need a few days."


"Good. You want this bed? It's closer to the window."


A grateful expression washed over his face. "Danke. But you should take it."


"No way. I'm already settled over here." I trotted back to my bed and flopped on it again. "See? I've already got the pillow dented just right for my head."


That brought a laugh from both twins. I watched them with affection while they carefully unpacked, and then dumped my knapsack on the bed and unceremoniously stuffed everything into the bottom drawer of the bureau.





Chapter Thirty-eight


 


Overnight, moisture seeped in the windows and coated the room with a salty perspiration that thrilled me with anticipation. I woke at five and wrapped myself in my hooded sweatshirt to keep away the chill. After taking Shadow for a quick walk in the dark yard, I hurried back upstairs. The house was still, the twins slumbered under their blankets, and even the birds hadn't started twittering outside the window.


In the dim light of pre-dawn, I grabbed my flashlight and quietly selected a pile of books from the shelf, while Shadow did the sensible thing and went back to bed. I picked the ones that looked the oldest first, and laid them on the table so I wouldn't wake Siegfried and Elsbeth. I started flipping through the journals and diaries, and although I was unsuccessful in finding Mrs. Tully's father's papers this time around, I did find a few comments in Mrs. Tully's diary that confused me. One entry must have been made just before Tully's trip to Europe with my grandfather and Mr. Roberts. After writing a bit about Europe and how afraid she was for her son's safety in that "heathen" land, she went on and on about being "worried" about her son's future, his well being, and his state of mind. She wondered if there was a "cure," and seemed pretty broken up about it.


Had Tully contracted some awful disease as a youth? Is that why he'd gone to Europe? To seek a cure, or to find peace among the meadows and mountains?


He sure hadn't looked sick in the pictures. He'd looked vital and full of vigor. Of course, there was always the chance the photographs were taken after he got better.


Maybe he took a cure at one of the European spas or baths? I'd heard about people going away for such cures and wondered if he'd tried it.


If he'd actually had some dreaded disease, he must have beaten it. He'd lived a very long time. I wasn't sure how old he was, but he had to be over fifty.


I remembered the way he seemed so winded when we walked to his old homestead. He'd looked a bit pale and had broken out in a sweat. Was he still sick? Did it have anything to do with the Genesee Valley fever? Could he have contracted it by hanging around his old home all these years?


Was the fever still active?


I blanched and sat up straight. Could I have caught the fever from the Tully homestead?


I felt my forehead and stifled a cough.


My forehead was cool.


No, I felt fine.


I relaxed and dug back into the old books, but still hadn't unearthed anything to do with the Ambuscade when the twins finally woke at eight.


***


Sand pillowed my body and soaring seagulls screeched overhead. My skin blushed pink from the sun, and I tasted the now-familiar sensation of salt on my lips. I wiggled my toes in the soft sand and sighed, thinking about Tully, Penni, and the Ambuscade. Dogs weren't allowed on the beach, so poor Shadow had been stuck in the house most of the week.


Siegfried must have read my mind about Penni, for he rolled over on his towel and propped his head on his hand. "Do you think we'll ever find out what happened to Penni?"


It had been six days now. With the twins help, we'd gone through every paper in the house and had turned up nothing, except vague references to Tully's illness in his mother's journals. I was losing hope, and wished that Penni would just show up and talk to me. Why couldn't she write it in a mirror, or whisper it inside my head? It drove me nuts.


I rolled toward Sig and squinted. The sun blinded me temporarily. "I don't know. What if we don't and she's stuck on this earth forever?"


He drew a few figures in the sand. I wondered if it was a math problem, but felt too lazy to inspect it. "Maybe that wouldn't be the worst thing in the world. She is Tully's best friend."


"True." I turned the idea around in my head. It made sense. I'd been feeling responsible for her delivery, and thought the unearthing of the truth would be the only solution to free her from her earthly bonds. Maybe I was wrong.


Elsbeth squealed and plopped down beside me. "Oh, the water's great." Her skin shone with health, clear of red marks. A fine sheen of water sparkled from her bronzing skin. She tugged off her bathing cap; her dark curls tumbled around her face in chaos. "It's so warm in the shallows."


We'd been swimming all morning, watching the tide change and collecting shells along the beach. A pang of hunger stabbed me. I smiled at her and sat up. "Dry off so we can go to Kenny's. My mom gave me enough money for lunch for all of us."


Siegfried sat up, his eyes wide with expectation. "Auf gehts! Hurry, Elsbeth. I'm so hungry."


We'd been waiting for this day all week, smelling the grilling hamburgers and onion rings and salivating every time someone walked by with an oily sack of goodies while we munched on bologna sandwiches. I'd been hankering for the saltwater taffy, too.


Elsbeth dried off with a few towel rubs and slid her tiny feet into her pink flip-flops.  "I'm ready. Come on."


I grabbed my tooled leather wallet with the dog on the front and trotted after the twins. They'd already beaten a path toward the building at the end of the beach near the pier crowded with fishermen. Kenny's had been around forever, so folks said, and it was packed with customers, as usual. I walked barefoot over the scorching sand and regretted not putting on my flip-flops. After a few minutes of bearing the pain, I had to stop. "Yikes. The sand's too hot."


Elsbeth pointed toward the shore. "Come on, we can walk by the water in the wet sand." She took my hand and drew me after her, her soft fingers twined around mine. I felt that same strange tug of emotion and physical arousal that had perplexed and delighted me all week, and followed her like a puppy. I forgot all about my burning feet.


At the water's edge, I walked in four inches of water, avoiding children's colorful metal pails and shovels, sun-bleached curly heads with lobster red shoulders, and an array of mothers and fathers who chased after babies or swung them in the water. When we reached the wharf, we hurried up the sand onto the asphalt and once again I hopped around like a clown with a hotfoot.


Siegfried pushed me toward a shady section where drifts of sand covered the tar. "Stand here. We'll order, and you wait in the shade."


I nodded and handed over my wallet. "I want two hamburgers with the works, onion rings, a root beer float, and a pound of saltwater taffy, assorted flavors." I'd memorized the order all week, dying for the promised day when my mother said we could buy lunch out.


I handed him the wallet, then leaned against the side of the building and watched them stand in line, all tan and sandy and tousled. Siegfried's blond hair looked more like Paul McCartney's mop top every day, except in color, of course. Lanky, yet surprisingly poised, he towered over his sister. She stood petite and pretty, as if she were about to leap on stage in a tutu, flying into the air with unbridled energy. A surge of affection rushed through me for both of them. Siegfried had seen his sister reach for my hand several times, but instead of flipping out, he'd averted his eyes and smiled. I loved him for that.


When the food finally came, we snagged a picnic table with an umbrella and gorged on our savory fare. I ate every speck, and even had room for a few pieces of taffy. Elsbeth ate her hotdog, but couldn't finish her fries. Siegfried ate twice as much as I did, and I envied him his ability. His hollow leg had grown longer than mine in the past few months.


"We have to wait twenty minutes before we can go in again," Elsbeth wrapped her remaining fries in paper and stood. "Let's see what they're catching on the pier."


Although the crowd at the pier had diminished since early morning, when we'd been the first kids to set foot on the beach, there were still a half-dozen men and boys at the end of the wharf. Some leaned on pilings with their rods; others dozed in folding chairs. Their water-filled galvanized buckets were full of flounder and other assorted fish.


I liked the fishy aroma, especially combined with the odor of frying food nearby. It spelled holiday, freedom, and summer, all in one big cloud of succulent scents. I followed Elsbeth to a free piling and watched the way she walked in her pink and yellow bathing suit. Dainty. Precise. As if each step were carefully thought out in advance, yet completed with little effort. Her curls bounced with each step, springy and almost alive. My heart leapt again and I felt that puppy dog expression coming back to my eyes, all soft and mushy and vulnerable.


She set her fries on the piling and pointed to the island across the way. "Look! Wouldn't it be fun to live over there?"


I followed the direction of her gesture and was about to question whether we could walk there at low tide when Elsbeth let out an ungodly screech. A seagull swooped toward her, veered for the piling with the French fries, snagged them with his claws, and flew off with the entire bag dangling beneath his body.


Elsbeth screamed at him. "You beggar! How dare you!" With fists curled, stomping, and face reddened, she danced in a tight circle, getting chuckles from the nearby fisherman. "I wanted those fries."


Siegfried and I exchanged glances, and I tried with all my might not to laugh. I really tried. But it came out anyway, first as a snort, and then as a hiccupping yelp. Siegfried soon followed, wailing with laughter.


Elsbeth looked at us with fury, and then slowly her face cracked into a grin and she joined us with her own giggles. She fell against me, so overcome with hilarity she couldn't stand up straight. "Oh, Gus. Did you see that?" Another whoop escaped her and she laid her head against my heaving chest. We shared another five minutes of coughs and sputters and finally stopped when Siegfried pointed to the seagull perched on Kenny's roof with her bag.


She pointed and danced in place. "There he is, the scoundrel!" The bird had torn into the bag and stared at us with a fry in his mouth.


I still held her, although there was no need. With a wry smile, I tilted her chin up. "I'll buy you more fries, okay?"


She backed up, suddenly flushed. "N-no. That's okay. But thanks anyway, Gus."


As mysteriously as it had all happened, the sweet mood was broken and we were back to just friends again. She looked at me with mischief in her eyes and took off like a gazelle before I could spin and follow. "Race ya back to the beach!"





Chapter Thirty-nine


 


On the last night of our vacation, we packed our stuff and enjoyed a supper of corn on the cob and freshly dug clams that my father called "little neck steamers.” Shadow whined when we headed back to the beach with pails and shovels, but we had taken him for a long walk around the village already and left him at the house. It was our last opportunity to hang out on the beach, and I intended to milk it for all it was worth. I tucked my transistor radio into a pocket in my cutoffs and blasted music while we explored. "Eight Days a Week," by The Beatles, had become my newest favorite, and although it was rumored a new album was coming out in August, I couldn't wait to add this single to my collection. I'd have to save several weeks' allowance to have enough money to buy it.


"Look! A conch!" Elsbeth raced along the beach toward her treasure. Because it was low tide, we'd walked what seemed like miles before we could wet our ankles in the sea, and plenty of shells and wildlife lay waiting for us. She picked up the conch shell and held it to her ear. "I hear the ocean."


Siegfried waited a few seconds, eagerly holding out his hand. "Give it here." He turned toward the sea, listening for a long time with eyes defocused. For one strange moment, he reminded me of an old man, as if he'd heard all the earth had to offer and recognized the sounds with sad familiarity. After an eternity, he handed it to me. "Your turn."


I held the cool shell to my ear, running my fingers over the smooth pink surface while I closed my eyes and listened to the seagulls squawk overhead. The swishy murmurs whispered tales of sea captains and pirates, stories of men lost at sea and a giant octopus rearing from the foamy whitecaps. I let my mind wander for several more seconds before lowering it to Elsbeth's hand. She dropped it in her pail and skipped ahead.


The orange rays of the sun reached low over the horizon, stretching long fingers in a golden halo that tinted the sand, rocks, ripples of water, and our faces. Hosts of seagulls floated overhead, their white bellies reflecting the setting sun with a soft ginger-gold hue. I pointed overhead and the twins stopped at my side, heads tilted up and faces bathed in the late afternoon glow. I dropped to the ground and lay on my back, watching them soar and shine overhead. Even their wings reflected yellow as they pumped and glided, pumped and glided in wide arcs over the shore. My heart cramped and I wondered if I would die from the sheer beauty of it all.


"Wooly Bully," by Sam the Sham and the Pharoahs broke the mood. I swung my knees side to side with the rhythm, but sat straight up when Elsbeth screeched.


"Oh my gosh! What is that?" She ran toward the edge of the water but Siegfried grabbed her arm before she could touch the horseshoe crab that marched across the wet sand.


He stopped her five feet from the creature. "Don't touch it! It might sting you!"


I jumped up and ran after them. "Don't worry. He won't hurt you."


Elsbeth giggled. "It looks like an army helmet."


Siegfried pointed to its olive-green and black shell. "Look at all those pointy things on it. They look like they'd hurt. And that big stinger."


I knelt down beside it. "It's not a stinger, that's just its tail. It helps it flip over in the ocean. I read about these in the Britannica."


Siegfried squinted his eyes. "Are you sure?"


I touched the shell and it crawled a few inches from me. "Positive. There's a fragile creature living beneath the shell. And they shed them, just like snakes shed their skins."


Elsbeth offered a hand to help me up.


I took her petite fingers in mine and hoisted myself back to my feet. "Thanks."


She flashed the familiar smile that once again sent warm energy coursing through my body, and I gestured in the distance. "Race you to Shell Point!"


She was off in a flash, with sand spurting from her feet and her pail swinging wildly at her side. Siegfried and I gave her a few seconds to get a head start, and loped after her, exchanging grins. I knew he could beat his sister and me in any race, and he knew that I knew.


He held back to let me catch up with Elsbeth, jogging beside us as we churned through the sand. After a few seconds of appeasing me, he unleashed his inner panther and sprinted easily toward Shell Point, his body glinting in the setting sun. Elsbeth and I dug in and ran faster, laughing so hard we could barely keep up the pretense that we might actually catch her long-legged brother.


When we reached his side, he was already poking at something in the water's edge with a long branch of driftwood. "Gus! What's this thing?"


The jellyfish floated in the water, moving closer to his bare legs.


"Watch out!" I grabbed his arm and pulled him back. "You might get stung"


Siegfried paled and dropped the stick. "Is that a jellyfish?"


Elsbeth moved closer, unafraid. "It's so pretty!"


"Careful. I think that's a moon jellyfish. You can get real sick if they sting you."


The diaphanous creature floated in the clear water, its sheer gelatinous body rimmed in maroon, with four distinct dark-edged circles grouped together in its center. It swam like a flat bowl of clear Jell-O jiggling the surf.


We watched until Siegfried sighed and looked back toward the street.


"It's almost over."


Elsbeth pouted. "Don't say that. I don't want to think about it." She walked away from us, head down, searching the ground with an intensity that seemed more like a desire to escape the memories of home than a passion to find more shells for her overflowing pail. The air filled with the sounds of The Temptations singing "My Girl."


I followed Sig's gaze back up to the row of houses, whose lights had started to twinkle inside. "I just wish we'd found what we were looking for."


He sighed. "Ja. I hate to tell Mr. Tully we didn't find it."


"And Penni's gonna be disappointed. I think she was counting on us."


Light filled Sig's blue eyes, sharpening his gaze. "Wait a minute." He started pacing in a small circle, a sign that his brain was in overdrive. "We looked everywhere, didn't we?" He didn't wait for an answer. "And that diary from Mrs. Tully was written just before he was born. There were at least eighteen years of people staying at the cottage and many more years for her to rethink her strategy."


"So?"


"So maybe those important papers aren't in the cottage after all."


I rolled my eyes. "We already know that."


He stopped, grabbed my arm, and squeezed it. "No. What I mean is, it's got to be hidden at the Tully homestead. We need to go back and search that place one more time."


A twinge of excitement surged through me. "Yeah. We never really looked anywhere except the living room and Tully's closet."


For a moment, Sig reminded me of Sherlock Holmes after he'd just made an important discovery and felt incredibly smug about himself. He released my arm and grinned. "Precisely, my dear Watson."


I shot a glance at him and wondered if he'd read my mind. He slung an arm over my shoulder and we ambled after his sister in the thickening dusk.


Tomorrow, we'd drive home. But the next day could lead to a discovery that would change history books. I fake-punched him and darted out from under his arm. "Betcha can't beat me to Elsbeth!" I didn't give him fair notice, but raced away with hopes high in my heart. Maybe I'd beat him this time. And maybe we'd finally free Penni's spirit from her bonds on this earth.





Chapter Forty


 


My father dragged us out of bed at four in the morning, to "beat the traffic." He must have known what he was doing, because there were few people on Route 25 when we headed north toward the Mass Pike. After a grueling drive home, we dropped the twins at their farmhouse and finally pulled into our driveway.


Oscar's car was parked by the barn. He peeked out and waved at us, then disappeared inside. I figured he wanted to finish up the chores before socializing.


Shadow jumped from my lap with almost frantic glee and raced around the yard, yipping with his nose to the ground and the white tip on his tail pointed straight up. My parents stretched and rose slowly, and when I'd brought in our bags, my mother leaned down to kiss my head. "Thanks, sweetie. Now go find Oscar and invite him inside."


I'd planned to head out to the barn to check on Pancho, anyway. "Okay, Mum." I raced outdoors and luxuriated in the feeling of being able to move my arms and legs, to run free over the grass, and to inhale the sweet smells of home.


Momma Kitty and her three babies greeted me in the doorway. Butterscotch, the little cream-colored male, trotted toward me with a squeaky mew. I picked him up and the others trailed behind me.


"Oscar?" I poked my head into Pancho's stall, which was piled thick with fresh pine shavings. Two flakes of hay lay in the corner, and the bucket brimmed with cold fresh water. I unlocked the door and kicked through the shavings, enjoying the sharp, sweet aroma of pine. "Oscar?"


"I'm right here, boy." I swiveled around just as he dumped a scoop of grain into Pancho's bin. "How was your trip?"


Before I could answer, Pancho thudded into the stall, ignored me, and headed straight for the grain. "Hey, boy!" I handed Oscar the kitten and wrapped my arm around Pancho's neck for a hug. Glancing back at Oscar, I smiled. "Onset was great."


The kitten climbed up onto his shoulders and rubbed his face against Oscar's cheek. He crooked one finger and scratched beneath the kitten's chin. "I see you got some sun. You're brown as a berry."


"Yeah." I patted Pancho's shoulder briskly. "Was Pancho a good boy? Did he give you any trouble?"


"Oh, my, no. He's always a good fellow. He might have been a little lonely for you, though. He kept looking over the fence as if he expected you to come in the driveway any moment, don't-you-know?"


I laughed and hugged him again. "Oh, poor Pancho. I tried to tell you I'd be back in a week."


Oscar's blue eyes twinkled. "I don't think he understands English, my boy."


I stroked the velvety soft down on Pancho's muzzle. "Sometimes he does. He knows ‘trot,' ‘canter,' ‘whoa,' and ‘let's go home.' Don't ya, boy?"


"Quite right. Let's just say his vocabulary might be somewhat limited, particularly when it comes to travel plans." A smile twitched around his lips and then quickly faded. "But I have something else to ask you about. Can we talk for a minute, son?"


"Sure." I followed him out of the stall and pointed to two bales of hay near the cats' dishes. "We can talk over there." I sat down cross-legged, and when Momma Kitty jumped up, the black and tiger kittens clawed their way up onto me as well, making a nest between my legs. Butterscotch had fallen asleep in Oscar's hands. He shifted the limp kitten to the crook of his elbow and sat beside me.


Oscar watched me for a few minutes without speaking. "I've been chatting with Mr. Marggrander." His words didn't sound harsh or judgmental, but his eyes bored into mine, as if he were so interested in what he was about to say he could barely contain himself.


My good humor quickly faded. "Oh, drat. Are you going to tell my parents?"


Oscar looked toward the house. "I hadn't planned on it. But Mr. Marggrander might. Be prepared."


Heat rose to my cheeks and my voice grew higher. "We didn't steal that stuff. Mr. Tully said it was okay!"


"Shh. I understand. I'm not interested in giving you a slap on the wrist. I'm interested in what you found."


I looked up with surprise. My fear melted. "Oh." It finally dawned on me. Of course! Oscar was the town historian. He'd be fascinated by our discoveries. "Mr. Marggrander doesn't know the whole story. I'll have to tell you what happened."


He settled back against the wall, but his eyes still sparked with interest. "Talk to me, boy."


Against the chorus of four cats purring, I went through it all. I told him the story of Mr. Tully and his sister, Mrs. Brown, of Penni and her antics, and of our exploration of the old Tully homestead, my nighttime rescue of Tully, my grandfather's doctoring and subsequent death from the Genesee Valley fever, Mr. Roberts' friendship with Tully and my grandfather, the amethyst ring, my mother's weird reaction to the whole thing, and finally our minor discoveries in Onset about Mrs. Tully's comments regarding the European trip. I especially took care to relay the details of the diaries. Oscar's eyebrows rose when I mentioned the ghost, but he didn't react any further. He asked a number of clarifying questions, settling back with eyes closed. His fingers formed a teepee on his lap, and they tapped against each other every so often.


My legs started to go numb beneath Momma Kitty and her two babies, and I squirmed on the hay bale. "I could show you the diary. It's upstairs. Maybe you could come in to see my folks, then come up to say goodbye to me? You can take it. I know Tully wouldn't mind."


His eyes snapped open. "Excellent idea."


The whole time I was spilling the story, talking faster than I'd ever done before, he didn't judge or offer opinions. He watched me with what almost seemed a renewed sense of respect. I still had a thousand questions to ask him about my grandfather and Tully, but before I could begin to ask them, my mother's voice called us inside. I lowered the cats to the floor, and then stood up and stomped to get rid of the pins and needles in my feet and legs. It felt good to talk about all that had happened, but I still felt awful keeping it from my parents.


"Come on. We'd better go inside before they send out a search party."


Oscar gently placed Butterscotch on the floor with his brother and sister, unzipping the brown canvas jump suit he wore when he helped with our barn chores. He stepped out of it and hung it on a hook by the door, revealing a tidy white shirt and chinos beneath. "I'll leave it here for the next time you need me to feed the critters. Too bad I can't step out of the odor. I'm afraid I'll still smell like the stalls."


I chuckled. "They're used to that. Anyway, it's a good smell."


His eyebrows rose as if he doubted my wisdom, but he slung an arm over my shoulder while we walked inside. Shadow had finally settled down and joined us at the kitchen door.


"My goodness! I thought you two had walked to California and back." My mother ruffled my hair and pulled me to her in a hug. She leaned down to whisper in my ear. "Now go upstairs and unpack, and then get washed up for dinner."


I scurried upstairs while Oscar exchanged news with my parents, and within ten minutes, good to his word, he showed up in my bedroom. Without wasting words, he hurried to my side. "Where is it?"


I reached beneath my mattress and pulled out the journal I'd separated from those in the backpack. "Here it is. Read through March and April."


He thumbed through a few pages, and then tucked the book into the waistband of his chinos, pulling his shirt out to cover it. "I'll likely be up all night reading this. Thank-you, young man." With a cavalier wave of his hand, he squared his shoulders and swiped back his long pale blond hair, then turned to leave. I heard the screen door close shortly afterwards, and watched as his old sedan bumped down the driveway. I didn't know I'd see him again in less than twelve hours.





Chapter Forty-one


 


The next morning, Pancho was saddled and ready to go by seven-thirty. The twins were given another long list of chores when they returned home, and said they wouldn't be free until later in the afternoon. I couldn't wait to see Tully, so I gulped down some Cheerios and ran outside as soon as my parents would let me go.


The morning had dawned cool and foggy, casting an eerie mood over the rolling hills and dense woods. Pancho cantered easily up Sullivan Hill, where cherry trees loomed out of the rolling mist like goblins' spidery arms reaching for the unholy. I couldn't help but think of Jack the Ripper haunting cobblestoned streets of London. Wrapping my legs tighter around Pancho's warm sides, I leaned closer to soak up his heat and urged him to go faster. Few cars were on the road and even the birds were silent. I had almost reached the Ambuscade when a group of wild turkeys burst out of the fog and scattered across the road in front of Pancho. He shied sideways and I slipped to the left with one knee crooked over his back. "Pancho, geez!" I pulled myself onto his back with his mane, and chastised him some more. "Were you trying to kill me?"


A voice came out of the fog, scaring me more than the turkeys.


"That could have been a nasty fall, don't-you-know?" Oscar walked toward me out of the mist. He wore a green canvas hat and matching jacket, and his Leica camera around his neck. Tall and slim, for some strange reason he reminded me of an Australian cowboy. He came close and looked up at me with eyes that spoke volumes. "I was hoping you'd show up here."


"You scared me to death," I said. My heart still drummed fast beneath my heaving ribs.


"Are you on your way to Zak Tully's place?"


I nodded. "Yeah. And then I was going to the homestead, to look some more for his grandfather's papers."


"I thought as much." His face lit up with anticipation. "Mind if I tag along? I'd like to see Mr. Tully again, anyway. We haven't run into each other in many years."


I wondered why Oscar hadn't ratted on me. Most adults, whatever the reason, would have told my parents that I'd disobeyed them by seeing Tully. The only reason could be the excited, wild look in his eyes that had to do with rediscovering history. I already knew the answer, but asked, anyway. "Did you read the journal?"


"I was up until midnight. I read the whole thing, just in case there were more clues past April."


"Were there?"


"Nothing of consequence. But I'm convinced that we might find more at the old homestead. If you and Mr. Tully don't mind me joining in the search."


I couldn't hold it in much longer. The words poured out in a jumble. "Why didn't you tell my folks?"


His complexion grayed, matching the fog that refused to lift. "I suppose I should have."


"No! It's okay. I just wondered—"


"I was conflicted, young man. I'm not ashamed to admit that my passion for uncovering the truth might have blinded my responsibilities to your parents. Besides, Millie has a high regard for Mr. Tully, and the reason your mother dislikes him is rather unjust."


"Yeah. Just because my grandfather saved him. It isn't fair. And she likes Mrs. Brown." I scratched my head and frowned. "It's just nuts."


His eyes shifted down. "Er. Right. It's tough to understand."


"Oscar?"


The guarded expression on his face made me probe further.


"Yes?"


"Is that the only reason she doesn't like Tully?"


He didn't answer and fiddled with the string that held his hat in place.


"Did something else happen?" I asked.


He rolled his eyes, ever so slightly. "I suppose she'll tell you some day, son. It's not really my place. But right now let's see if we can find Mr. Tully's cabin in all this fog." He turned and headed for the monument, talking quickly so I couldn't ask any more questions. "In spite of the low light, I've successfully photographed all sides of the monument to refresh my memory of the details of that horrible day. And I reread the details on the placards over there." He pointed to the signs where maps and history were detailed beneath Plexiglas. "It's quite clear there are no mentions of Penni or her brother. Unless he happens to be one of the Indians inscribed here. That could be the case."


Pancho followed Oscar like a pony at a riding ring. He lowered his head and plodded after him, stopping when Oscar did and moving when he walked forward.


"The trail's over there," I pointed toward a cloud of fog. "Somewhere."


"Well, then. Let's go find it. Would you do the honors and lead the way?"


I picked up the reins and clucked to my gelding; he reluctantly moved ahead. "It should be next to a wicked tall pine tree." We moved further into the mist. After a few moments of disorientation, I found it, and we followed the trail infiltrated with low-lying smoke from Tully's woodstove.





Chapter Forty-two


 


After I tied Pancho to the bush, we approached Tully's cabin. Light shone from the windows, and the sound of a conversation filtered outside. Tully sounded happy, and I hoped my news about my lack of discoveries in Onset wouldn't bring him down. The smoke rose in thick, lazy tendrils, and then fell beneath the fog to hover over the earth in a low-lying blanket swirling around our ankles. I rapped on the door.


When it opened, Tully's delighted expression quickly soured. He looked Oscar up and down. "What's going on?"


I pushed my way in, took Tully's arm in mine, and turned to face Oscar. "Zachariah Tully, I want you to meet Oscar Stone. He's a close family friend and he's here to help us."


Tully hesitantly reached his hand toward Oscar, who took it and pumped it hard. "Zachariah. I don't know if you remember me. I married Millie, your high school friend. She thinks the world of you. I hope it's not an inconvenience that I accompanied young Gus today."


Tully's expression softened. "You married Millie?"


Oscar brightened. "I did. And I've been the happiest man on earth since our wedding day."


Tully motioned him inside. "Please. Have a seat. Millie was my best friend in high school, you know. She was one of the few people who—who understood me."


Oscar untied his hat and sat in the armchair. Tully and I sat on the sofa.


"She always spoke very highly of you, Zak. May I call you that?"


Tully tipped his head. "Of course. That's what Millie called me." He glanced sideways at me and squeezed my hand, as if suddenly remembering I was there. "So how did you fare in Onset? Did you find the papers?"


"No. We couldn't find a thing. Except some more of your mother's diaries."


He looked startled. "Oh? I thought we'd brought all of those back to the house. By golly, I'll have to tell Eudora to collect them and bring them home."


"I hope it's okay I read them?"


Tully smiled at me. "Of course, boy. You're not ‘just anyone.' You're Marlowe's flesh and blood."


I wanted to ask him about the reference to the illness his mother worried about, but something told me it wasn't the right time. I'd have to wait until we were alone. I didn't know if it was my imagination or not, but he looked a kind of pale and pasty today.


Oscar's patience seemed to have run out. He sat up and abruptly. "Zak, we were wondering if we might search your homestead for the papers of interest? Gus shared the story with me, and I've read the entries in your mother's diary that refer to the secrets about the Indian girl and her brother. I do hope that's okay?"


Tully gave him a slow nod. "It's okay."


Oscar spoke rapidly. "I'm the town historian, and it would mean the world to me to find something of such great significance. I promise I wouldn't consider sharing any of it without your approval. And if you'd like, we could keep the location quiet, to lessen your visitors."


Tully seemed distracted. He looked to his left, high in the air. "Okay, okay. I'll do it." He turned back to me. "I suppose Gus told you about Penni?"


Oscar nodded, as if he had been referring to a neighbor down the trail. "He did."


Tully stood. "Well, my Penni says to trust you, Oscar. And over the years, I've found her to be a helluva judge of character."


Oscar quickly rose and put on his hat. "Excellent! Please tell Penni I'm glad she approves. Now, shall we go?"


Tully laughed. "By jingles, you are anxious, aren't you? Mind if I finish my breakfast first? Matter of fact, I'd be happy to make you both some toast, if you're hungry."


Oscar and I both declined. Tully picked up his toast from a plate beside him.


"Mr. Tully? How did you make toast without a toaster?"


Before he could answer, a metal grated contraption with a long handle swung back and forth on the wall.


Penni.


I snorted a laugh. "Thanks, Penni."


Oscar's bright blue eyes widened.


She must have swept directly over our heads, for I felt a blast of air go through my hair and watched Oscar's hat lift and settle. He reached up to hold it down, but quickly recovered and reacted as if he'd seen ghosts his entire life. For all I knew, maybe he had. Being the town historian might have put him in some old haunted places in his past. I'd have to remember to ask him about it.


He untied his hat and set it on the table beside him. "My. She's playful, isn't she?"


The hat lifted from the table and twirled around the room, spinning to the ceiling and back to the floor in grand arcs. Oscar's mouth twitched and I couldn't control myself. I doubled over, spilling tears and nearly choking from laughing so hard. Tully finished his toast with a knowing smile. The hat finally settled—directly on Oscar's head—but backwards. He reached up to spin it around. "Well. It's nice to meet you, too, Miss Penni."


The outside door whooshed open.


Tully wiped his mouth on a flannel sleeve and reached for his red woolen jacket. "Guess she wants us to git up and go," he laughed. "We'd best do as she says."


Oscar kept his cool, I chuckled, and we made our way along the trail toward the Tully homestead through the fog that refused to lift. Pancho whinnied, upset that we had left him behind. His cry echoed through the quiet woods, chasing goose bumps along my forearms. I slid my hood up and walked faster.





Chapter Forty-three


 


Tully slowed down when we'd almost reached the homestead. He stopped and leaned against a tree, wiping perspiration from a face that now matched the gray fog.


I hurried to his side with Oscar close behind. "Mr. Tully? What's wrong?"


Tully waved a hand to dismiss me. "I'm fine, boy. Just need a bit of a rest. Getting over a bug."


Oscar leaned closer. "Zak. You don't look well at all. Why don't we rest for a while?"


"No." The old man straightened, took a deep breath, and wobbled toward the house. "I'm fine."


I took his arm and draped it over my shoulder. "Here. Let me help you."


I'd been afraid he'd shake me off, but he relented. "Fine. If you insist."


Oscar ran to his other side and took an arm as well. "We're almost there. Just a few more steps."


We reached the house and helped Tully inside, where he collapsed on the horsehair sofa in the living room. His breathing seemed to even out, and he looked better in a few minutes.


"Are you okay now?" I asked, touching his arm and peering into his face.


"I'm fine. Now stop making a fuss over me. Why don't you start upstairs? My mother might have hidden the papers up there. Try her blanket chest and maybe inside the backs of the larger framed photographs."


Oscar and I accepted the assignment and headed up to Tully's parents' room.


I held Oscar back and slid in front of him. "Watch out! That part of the floor is really weak. See? That's where Mr. Tully fell through."


"My Lord." Oscar stopped and stared. "Gus? You got him out of there?"


I nodded. "Yup. With that rope."


Oscar analyzed the situation quickly and stepped over the rope that was still tied to the bed in the parents' room. "Very ingenious, my boy. Now which way is it?"


"This way. Over there are the kids' rooms." I stopped in the doorway of the bedroom, holding my hands out for Oscar to wait behind me. "Penni, are you here?" She'd been quiet for the past fifteen minutes, but reminded me of her presence by billowing the window curtains. I hoped to see her face again, but it seemed she didn't do that particular trick for anyone but me. "Where should we look?"


Everything moved at once. The rotting bedspread lifted and swayed. Mrs. Tully's hairbrush danced on the vanity. The prisms on the girandole on the fireplace mantle tinkled. And my hair stood on end.


"Whoa. She's really excited." I entered the room cautiously, waiting for her to show me more. "But how do we know where to look, Penni?"


Silence.


Oscar knelt before the pine chest at the foot of the bed. "Let's start here." He lifted the cover, revealing quilts, photo albums, a box of beautiful jewelry, and linens. "Hmm. My grandmother used to tape cash and other valuable papers to the bottom side of her dresser drawers. Maybe you should start over there, Gus. I'll sift through this stuff."


"Okay." I trotted to the bureau and opened the drawers, glad to find they didn't hold the dead people's clothes. Tully and Mrs. Brown must have moved out their parents' apparel after they died. Or maybe they'd had to burn them because of the fever? Either way, the dressers and closet were empty, and nothing was taped to the bottom of the drawers.


"I'll check the photographs," Oscar said. "You look under the mattress."


While Oscar gently pried open the backs of the frames, I slid the heavy mattress off the bed, worried about mice. There were plenty of holes where they'd lived in the past, but thankfully today I didn't disturb any nests. "Nothing," I said, starting to feel disappointed.


"Nothing here, either."


We searched the rest of the room with no results.


"What about the kids' rooms?" I asked.


Oscar's hat was still tied around his neck, but it rested on his back. His disheveled hair held a few wisps of closet cobwebs, but his eyes still burned with the excitement of discovery. "Didn't Penni originally lead you to the living room?"


"Yeah. She practically dragged us down there, but we already took the stuff from the music cabinet, remember?"


"Let's take another quick look."


"Okay." I had kind of wanted to search Tully's room again to see if there were any more treasures hidden away, but followed him anyway.


Penni came alive again, whirling dusty cyclones down the stairs ahead of us. Once again, the music cabinet door rapped back and forth. Tully chuckled as Oscar approached it. "Guess she wants you to open that one again, eh?"


Oscar ran a hand over the curved wooden door. "This is a very nice piece." He knelt down before it and reached inside. "Mahogany, I think. Definitely Victorian vintage, made to store sheet music." He slid out one of the thin shelves. "See? These are removable. They're all like that, so you can adjust the height of the storage space."


"That cabinet came from my mother's family," Tully said. The color had come back to his face, but I still worried about the way he hunched over the armrest. "All the way from Vermont."


Oscar bit his lower lip. "It looks like you children got everything from it, but maybe if we remove the shelves…" One by one, he slid each dusty shelve out of its grooves and examined the underside. After he'd made it halfway through the twenty or more slots, I got bored and sat beside Tully.


"You sure you're okay? You still don't look so good."


"I'm—"


"Eureka!" Oscar brandished the last of the shelves and flipped it over to reveal a large brown envelope taped to the underside. "Look what we have here." Still on his knees, he half-crawled to the coffee table and laid the package on it. "Anyone have a pocket knife?"


"I do!" I pulled out the knife my father gave me for my birthday. "Careful. It's sharp."


Oscar carefully opened the small blade and slit open the package. A thin sheaf of papers encased in parchment paper slid out. Oscar's pulse throbbed hard in his neck. Tully leaned forward. I held my breath.


"I think this is it, gentlemen." His eyes greedily scanned the pages. I realized after a while that the paper wasn't normal paper, but some kind of pressed fibers that made a rough surface. It looked old, very old.


Oscar started to read. "It's in a very old dialect, but I'll try to translate it to modern words. Here we go. 'It is with a heavy heart that I take quill in hand to document what I know to be the truth. I have been cowardly, and when I am finished with this epistle, I shall no longer be of the earth.'"


I scooched closer to him. "What's that mean?"


Oscar and Tully exchanged a glance. Oscar answered. "It means he's ashamed of what he's about to tell us, and he is probably either going to kill himself, or be put to death by the authorities."


My heart pounded. "Holy mackerel."


Oscar's eyebrow rose, but his hands still trembled with excitement. "Indeed. Well, let me continue. 'Thirty years ago, I took part in a deception which haunts me to this day. I am fully to blame, and take all responsibility. The death of many soldiers and Indians lays heavy on my soul.'"


Penni raced around the room, seeming agitated now. Furniture shook, and the floor heaved beneath us.


A loud wailing sound made it difficult to hear. Penni sounded as if she were mourning the dead. With a start, I realized she probably was. "Go on!" I shouted.


"'I am a traitor to my country. The British made me an offer too tempting to refuse, and over time, I fed them strategic information about our regiment's campaign. I used the local Oneida Indians to help me, and as God is my witness, caused the death of a young Indian brother and sister that will never ever leave my conscious brain.'"


Tully clutched my sleeve. Penni flew around me in a whirling cyclone. Tully's eyes floated to the ceiling and he moaned, then dropped to the floor, his hand pressed to his chest. "I can't breathe."


Oscar ignored Penni's increased gusts of wind and wailings and dropped beside Tully. An expression of alarm crossed his face. "Gus. Where's the phone?"


Panic welled in my chest. "There's no phone! There's no power here." Much to my embarrassment, I started to cry. "What's happening? Is he okay?"


Oscar gripped my shoulders and stared me into submission. "We need an ambulance. Run back to the cabin and call the police."


"There's no phone there, either." Now the tears slid freely along my cheeks, and I watched Tully's gray complexion turn to alabaster.


"Listen." He shook me. "Listen! You need to run to the cabin, get on Pancho, and go for help. The nearest house is just beyond the Ambuscade." He shook me again. "Do you understand, boy?"


I gulped, nodded, and spun toward the door. "I'll be back as fast as I can!"





Chapter Forty-four


 


I burst out the front door. Overhead, the fog had disappeared, but blinding rain took its place. The wind whipped tree branches overhead, shedding leaves in flurries of soggy masses. I skidded across the field to the trail and raced toward Tully's cabin as fast as my P.F. Flyers would take me. William had once told me that real runners tilt their noses up to catch the air better. I tried it, but it didn't seem to make me run faster. I needed to fly, but I only had my feet.


In the distance, thunder boomed. Water ran down my face—a combination of rain and tears—but I forced myself to focus on the dash for help and not think about Tully and the way he looked laying on the ground. I struggled to breathe; my chest heaved and my lungs burned. After ten minutes, I had to stop. Dizzy and weak, I hung on the smooth, wet bark of a silver birch and caught ragged snatches of breath. My lungs made a weird wheezing sound, and the woods danced in dizzy lines in front of me. When they merged into one clear image, I pushed on.


The air turned warmer, but the ferocious storm that approached didn't feel friendly. Thunder rumbled closer now, and splintering crashes filled the ozone-laden air. I shrugged out of my soaking sweatshirt and turned the last corner to Tully's cabin.


Pancho stood with his head down and ears back, definitely unhappy with his fate. I couldn't manage a whistle to alert him, I needed all my air to finish the sprint to his side. When I had almost reached him, he raised his head and softly whinnied, as if he'd warned me of all that was to come and couldn't believe I hadn't taken him with me. As if he'd known we'd find the papers just before Tully collapsed, as if he envisioned me running sobbing and rain-soaked through the woods to vault onto his back.


I untied the wet, sticky reins with trembling fingers, threw them over his neck, and swung onto his back. Already nervous because of my erratic behavior, he skittered sideways and rapidly backed up.


I leaned down to pat his shoulder and spoke to him in my trembling voice. "It's okay, boy. Come on, now. This is important. We have to go for help."


He stopped his shenanigans and moved forward. I wrapped my calves tight around his barrel and squeezed. "Come on, now. Let's go!"


Pancho hunched his hind legs beneath him and gave a mighty push, launching us into a rollicking canter that quickly smoothed into a gallop. Grateful we'd had him recently shod with new shoes, I held my breath around every slick corner, but he didn't slip and continued on his surefooted way. When we burst into the clearing near the Ambuscade, he didn't slow down. Lightning flashed nearby, and a brief tremor of fear hit me. I'm riding on a wet horse in open ground. Snippets of a filmstrip we'd seen in school flashed before me, and I remembered the advice they'd given about curling up in a rubber tractor tire to stay safe from lightning strikes. I didn't see any discarded tires lying around, and anyway, I couldn't stop now.


I held on tighter, afraid we'd roll on the steep grassy hill near the monument. Pancho slipped once, nearly dislodging me, but I tightened my grip and grabbed a fistful of his thick black mane to stabilize myself. "Careful, boy."


We reached the bottom of the hill and headed for the white post and board fence surrounding the picnic tables and display boards. Pancho knew the way by heart, but he didn't expect me to pull him up short when we reached the house nearest the Ambuscade entrance. He fought me for a second, and I knew he was mad he wasn't heading for his dry barn and grain bin. But he relented when I dug my heels into his side and forced him up the lawn right to the front door. I held the reins with one hand and pounded on the door with the other. Lightning cracked nearby, and the roar of thunder rolled right over the sound. The rain drove sideways, blinding me so I almost missed the lighted circle of the doorbell. I pressed it and hung onto it until a welcoming bark finally sounded from within.


Footsteps trotted toward the door. A lock clicked over, and the door swung open.


A thin bald man with a kind expression peered at me. "What in the world—"


"We need an ambulance! Please, it's Mr. Tully."


He turned around and shouted. "Marta! It's a boy and he's soaking wet."


He tried to usher me inside, but I didn't dare let go of Pancho's reins. "I can't come in. Please. We need help!"


He finally picked up on the urgency and spoke quickly. "Did you say Tully's cabin?"


"No! It's the old Tully homestead. The abandoned house. I think he had a heart attack!"


I said aloud what I had feared since Tully collapsed. A heart attack. Just like Mr. Brown, who'd died in our driveway. My own heart fluttered with fear, and I stepped back into the rain. "Will you call an ambulance?"


"Of course, boy. But come inside. Let me take your horse into the shack out back and you come in and dry off."


His wife appeared at the doorway. "Come inside, child." She reminded me of my grandmother Odette in Maine, and it was all I could do not to collapse into her open arms and sob. But I backed up, shaking my head. "I have to go back and help them. Please hurry."


"Let me drive you, then."


"Thanks, but it's faster through the trails. You'd have to drive way around onto Barber Hill to get to the driveway that comes into the property. I'll meet you there, if you want."


I didn't stop to listen to his answer, but vaulted onto Pancho's steaming, wet back and kicked him in the direction of Tully's. Something deep inside warned me that I needed to get back. Pancho thudded through the mud and back up the hill, and when we passed the Ambuscade monument I felt the full force of fear that must have hit Penni and her brother when the fighting began almost two hundred years ago. Were the flashes of lightning that burst around me like the explosions from the guns she heard during the battle? I leaned down against Pancho's mane and urged him harder. 





Chapter Forty-five


 


Lightning zigzagged across the slate gray sky, and a tall balsam tree ahead on the trail smoked from a recent hit. I'd never seen anything hit by lightning before, but when I smelled the moist acrid smoke and saw curled chunks of blackened bark on the ground around the base, something snapped inside. Penni was trying to tell me something, and her insistent voice grew louder as Pancho pounded down the trail, past Tully's cabin, and on toward the homestead. She'd riled up the storm with her agitated energy, or maybe even caused it, and the burning tree trunk was a warning. How I knew escaped me. But I knew as surely as I gripped the warm, wet sides of my horse and felt her soft voice tickle inside my head.


Hurry. Hurry. Hurry.


It was Penni, all right. I felt her presence around me, as if she sat astride my horse pressed against me. Thin arms encircled my waist, pumping adrenaline into my body and shooting fear into my heart.


Hurry. Help him.


Of course! She needed me to help Tully. But I'd already called the ambulance. What more could I do?


Arms gently squeezed my chest.


Please hurry.


I leaned down to Pancho's neck and shouted against the rain lashing my face and the thunder roaring overhead. "Come on, boy. Let's go!"


Pancho's heaving sides swelled under my legs and he pushed himself faster along the slick path. His hind legs slid out from under him once, and although I slipped sideways, I pulled myself back up and he recovered in a mad scramble. His ears flattened and his nose extended into the cold rain.


"Good boy. That's it. Move!"


My Morgan gelding turned race horse, his legs pumping so fast I felt airborne, as if I zoomed through the woods on the back of a freight train. His hooves pounded in a steady one beat rhythm, faster and faster, until we neared the final corner and I smelled smoke.


Was another tree on fire?


Penni leaned her ghostly head against my back, whispering louder this time. Hurry! 


My heart flew from my chest and the empty cavity squeezed so hard I thought I'd die from the constriction. In the clearing ahead, the second story of the Tully homestead burned bright with fire. The crackling of the blaze—previously muffled by the sounds of driving rain and thunder—now swamped all sound and invaded my body with a sickening rhythm thrumming in time to the licking flames. Black smoke poured out of Tully's boyhood window. I stopped at the edge of the woods, afraid to tie Pancho in case the fire spread. I swatted his hindquarters to send him back down the path, and he immediately obliged, trotting away with his head close to the ground.


My eyes raked the area, searching for two old men huddled together. I saw no one. Bile in my throat.


"Tully? Oscar!"


Frantic now, I turned in circles and shouted. The sound of an ambulance screeched in the far distance, as if it had just headed out of the town barns. Too far away to help.


The men had to be inside.


I shivered with fear in my sodden clothes. Thankfully, sparks flying from the roof didn't catch on fire when they landed on me. I scrambled toward the front door, opened it fast, took a deep breath and held it, and almost tripped over Oscar and Tully.


"Oscar!"


He lay draped over Tully, as if he'd been pulling him to safety but had collapsed from the effort. Without hesitating, I grabbed his hands and dragged him over the sill and to the porch. With another Herculean effort, I lunged backwards and dragged him feet first down the steps. His head hit the steps hard, but it was my only choice. I got him about twenty feet away from the building, sucked in clean air, held it deep inside me and ran back inside for Tully.


He was heavier than Oscar. A lot heavier. He lay unmoving and gray, and with a start I nearly sucked in the smoked filled air.


Oh my God. Is he dead?


There was no time to figure it out, so I prayed he was still alive and tried dragging him by his hands. It didn't work. He seemed stuck to the floor. I grabbed his legs and pulled, and finally dragged him a few feet. My lungs grew white hot from the exertion and from not breathing, and I couldn't hold it any more. I inhaled a lungful of smoky air through the cotton of my soaking t-shirt. One more try. The ambulance sounded closer now, and I prayed they'd get there in time to help us. Heaving with all my might, I pulled until my straining arms felt they'd come out of the sockets. Inside, my brain wailed. Come on, get him out!


A beam crashed into the living room, sending a fresh wave of flames and smoke racing toward us. Heat scalded my face and arms, and I couldn't see anything through the black haze.


Penni's voice whispered inside me.


Roll him.


With a start, I realized she was right. Like a lumpy log, I straightened him out and pushed. He landed with his face smashed against the doorsill, but I'd moved him three feet. I maneuvered his legs outside, got him past the doorway, and then logrolled him down the steps and across the lawn. With a ragged breath, I sucked cooler air into my lungs.


The town ambulance rumbled up the driveway. I collapsed on my back beside Tully and Oscar, praying they were alive. My chest heaved and I tasted charcoal in my mouth. Cold rain washed the soot from my face and cooled my blistered arms. The world slowly went black, and I lost consciousness to the sound of Penni's sweet whispers.





Chapter Forty-six


 


When I woke on the grass by the woods, I stared into the sooty face of a firefighter and panicked. I pushed hard against him and tried to yell, but all that emerged was a pathetic croak.


"Whoa, there. It's okay." He patted my head like a dog, but for some strange reason, it didn't bother me. "I'm Trav. What's your name, son?" He turned toward a man who'd just parked a second ambulance nearby. "He's coming around!"


I whispered my name, noticing the oxygen mask he held in one hand, and I realized I'd been breathing the canned stuff while I was out. A coarse wool blanket was wrapped around me. The rain had stopped, and when I turned toward the house, all I saw was a steaming dark jumble of broken beams, stone walls that remained partially standing, with smoking rubble strewn between them.


I pushed against him again and sat up, looking wildly around. "Where are Oscar and Tully?"


"Gus? Is that your name?"


I nodded, craning my head around him to see.


"Don't worry. Your friends are on their way to the hospital. The ambulance left a few minutes ago."


"Will they be okay?"


He grimaced. "Too soon to tell. The tall man with the hat around his neck woke for a minute and told us he thought the other fellow had a heart attack." He gently pushed me back toward the ground. "Now you just rest here while my friend Bart checks you over, okay?"


I sat up again. "My horse! I set him loose in the woods."


He pointed across the field. "Is that him? Looks like he's getting his fill of alfalfa. Don't you worry. We'll call someone to bring him home for you. Who are your folks, boy?"


I didn't answer, afraid my parents would freak out and get mad at me for my friendship with Tully. The men lifted me and laid me on a gurney inside the ambulance. Bart looked in my eyes with a tiny flashlight and examined my arms where I'd been scorched. "Can you tell me what happened?"


 Before I could answer, the kindly man who'd called for help appeared in the ambulance door. "Remember me? I'm Mr. Pratt. Are you okay, young man?"


I nodded and smiled as best I could. "I guess so."


Bart repeated his question. "So tell us what happened, son."


"Um. Well, we were searching Tully's old house for some papers. Historical papers. Oscar, I mean Mr. Stone, is the town historian."


Mr. Pratt's hand flew to his mouth. "Oh, no! Was that Oscar Stone in the ambulance? I know him."


"That's him. We were searching for these old papers with Tully, and suddenly Tully dropped to the floor. He looked really gray and was out cold."


Bart applied some cool ointment to my burned arms. "Is that when you rode your horse for help? Mr. Pratt here said you arrived on his doorstep all shook up."


Pratt came inside and sat opposite me. "That's right. He asked us to call for help, then he took off like a banshee out of… er… heck, on that black horse of his."


"I had to get back here. I had this feeling—"


Bart placed some gauze gently over my burns and secured it with white adhesive tape. "Was the house already in flames when you got here?"


"Yeah. It was bad. I tried to find Tully and Oscar outside, but they weren't anywhere. Then I realized they must be inside." My words wobbled a bit, and my voice cracked. I was dangerously close to tears and tried to pull myself together before I went on. I took a deep breath. "I went in and found them, pretty close to the front door. But Oscar had passed out, too."


Pratt leaned closer. "What did you do?"


"I… um. I dragged them out."


Bart squinted one eye. "But you're just a—"


"I know. Anyway, I ended up rolling Tully out and down the stairs, then across the lawn. He was too heavy to drag."


Bart sat back on his haunches and finally stopped treating me like a war victim.


"I think you'll live, young man. Now, are you ready to tell us how to reach your folks? We can radio into headquarters and they'll give them a call. They can meet us at the hospital."


I closed my eyes. I wasn't ready for this yet, and as much as I wanted the comfort of my parents' presence, I was more worried about Tully and Oscar. I needed to go where they went. "So sleepy," I mumbled.


"Gus? Can you stay awake long enough to…"


I let my head flop to the side and pretended I was out. I didn't realize until later that I'd worried poor Bart into thinking I had some kind of concussion. But it got me out of answering, and at that point, it was the only plan I had.


***


When we reached the hospital, I didn’t open my eyes until I was transferred to a cot and rolled to a curtained room in the ER next to Oscar.


"My boy! You're okay." His voice cracked, like mine had earlier. Had he thought I'd died? A white bandage encircled his head, and his right arm hung in a sling. I wondered if I'd broken it on his bumpy ride down the porch steps.


Bart and a stocky dark-haired nurse steered my bed into the corner beside Oscar. "Looks like the boy's awake now, Pam. Can you get his information and call his folks?" Bart said.


She smiled and patted my arm. "You bet. Get back out there and save someone else, honey." She reached behind and patted his rear with one hand. I looked away, and felt my cheeks flush with embarrassment.


She winked at me, and then at him. "But you'd better be home for supper. I'm making pot roast tonight."


My stomach growled.


"Hungry, are we?" she asked.


Bart chuckled and headed for the door. "Better get our little hero something to eat. He's had a pretty busy morning." With a tip of his cap to me, he was gone.


Pam bustled around the room. "You two will have to forgive me. We're loaded down with some serious cases today. Can you hang out and wait for me to handle them first?"


I sat up and swung my legs over the side of the cot. "I'm not sick. And I need to find out about my friend, Mr. Tully."


She stopped in her tracks and her cheery attitude deflated. The world seemed to go into slow motion. She faced away from me, but slowly turned with a pained expression on her face. I felt my insides shrink and crumple into a sea of blackness.


Pam came to my bedside. I searched between her eyes and Oscar's, and found too much sympathy there. My brain screamed "NO!" and I searched with my soul for Penni.


She didn't answer.


Pam took my hand. "Son? Do you know what a heart attack is?"


I nodded, unable to speak.


"Well, your friend Mr. Tully had a pretty bad one. He's in surgery right now. They're replacing some valves and fixing him up. You won't be able to see him for a few days, I'm afraid."


"He's alive?" I choked on the words; so happy I was wrong that I could barely contain myself. "Alive?"


She patted my head and looked at me as if I were a little baby. "Of course he is, dear. He's just down the hall. Why? Did you think he had died?"


I tried not to let the tears of relief out, but they scalded my cheeks anyway. I made no noise, but shook my head to answer. Of course I hadn't thought such a dumb thing. I wasn't stupid.


Was I?


It didn't matter. Tully was alive, Oscar smiled beside me, and we'd made it out of that burning house. A sudden thought struck me. I turned to Oscar when Pam swished out of the room. "Oscar, the papers. Did you save them?"


A cat-who-ate-the-canary smile crossed his lips. He reached over for his field jacket and rummaged in the inner pocket. "Indeed. Couldn't let history go up in smoke, now, could I?" With a flourish, he pulled out the sheaf and carefully laid it open before him. "Maybe we should finish reading it?"





Chapter Forty-seven


 


I hopped down and dragged a chair beside Oscar’s bed, feeling woozy but not wanting him to notice. Fortunately he was studying the paper in his hands so he didn't pick up on my less than perfect landing on the chair. He had an IV in his arm and the pinch point where it entered his skin was covered with clear tape and bloody gauze. It made my stomach lurch and I was glad they hadn't done that to me.


Oscar ran his hand down the frail paper, his eyes scanning back and forth across the page. "Now, where did we leave off?"


"It was where he mentioned Penni and her brother."


"Right you are. Let's see what else he has to say." He adjusted his glasses and found the spot, marking it with his finger. "Here it is. 'It is with heavy heart I lay bare my soul today, to testify to the travesty that has been my unworthy life. The Brits paid me well, all in gold, which was sent home to my family. I pray they never discover my dishonor, and that my soul—stained with so much blood—will not burn in hell forever.


"'I led my fellow soldiers into a trap. Friends I'd bunked with, fought with, and eaten around the fire with for many months had no idea of my complicity in this vile deed. The ambush was not a surprise, but a well-laid plan. Little did I know we'd lose so many soldiers, or that Parker and Boyd would be tortured by Little Beard's tribe. I walk the fields and woods where it all took place now and hear the haunted cries of those friends who were slaughtered by the Brits and their Indian friends. Because of my weakness. Because of my frail morality. I fear God will never again show his face to me.


"'Yet worse than the cries of my fellow soldiers is the image of the young Oneida Indian girl and her brother, whom I misled and used in my scandalous plot. Penaki was barely sixteen. Her brother Timoktu, just turned eighteen, helped our troop, advising trails and helping with hunting deer for sustenance. He brought me to his peaceful village, where I met his sister, a most beautiful young maiden. She prepared food and welcomed us, but on that awful day, that dreadful, terrible day, she followed us to the hillside where the fighting occurred, and her brother was slain with the others. As it was happening, she looked deep into my soul and somehow she seemed to know I was involved in the setup.


"'The British slaughtered her brother before her eyes, before they captured, defiled, and murdered her.'"


Oscar stopped, realizing he'd just told me something that perhaps was better left unsaid. I'd heard of rape before, when we saw To Kill A Mockingbird last summer in the movie theater. I knew it was a heinous crime, and that it savaged a woman in the worst possible way. But I didn't quite understand the details. I wasn't sure I wanted to.


A series of beeps came from rooms on either side of us, causing feet to scurry outside toward them. Across the hall a woman screamed. I squirmed on the chair, suddenly painfully aware of the horrors described in the papers Oscar still held in his hands.


"Shall I go on?" he asked.


I wondered if Penni had heard him read the account. But I realized she was more likely in the operating room with Tully, floating over him, or holding his poor hand with her ghostly fingers. Penni's childlike, playful spirit had made me think of her as close to our age, maybe nine or ten. But now we knew she'd been a teenager. I had to adjust my thoughts of her, and retreated to my bed to think.


I faced a more immediate problem when Pam reentered the room with a clipboard. "Okay, young man. I've got a little breather. Let's get you registered. You're probably just fine, but we might have to keep you for observation, since you passed out in the ambulance on the way here. Could be you hit your head in that burning building. I'll get your info, get your vitals, put you in a Johnny, and then get you gentlemen some lunch. Sound like a plan?"


I didn't like the idea of wearing one of those hospital gowns that opened in the back, and wondered if she'd give me two so I could cover up both sides of me. Oscar suddenly turned to me with a puzzled look on his face. "You came into the house?"


I nodded, but didn't want a huge fuss made over me again.


"How did you—"


"I dragged you guys out. That's all. You were almost there, Oscar. You passed out by the front door."


His face froze in shock for a minute, and then he came alive again. "My Lord, Gus. I assumed the EMTs saved us. You're the bravest boy I know. And I'm going to help you with your—er—parental issue, if you get my meaning."


He winked and motioned to Pam. "I'll call his parents while you get the particulars from him. And I need to call my wife, Millie, too. She'll be wondering why I didn't come home for lunch as planned, don't-you-know?"


Pam bustled over to the beige phone on the rolling table between us. "Let me get this hooked up for you, Mr. Stone." She strained to reach behind the table and plug it in, and then handed it to him. "Here you go. Local calls are free."


He lifted the receiver and dialed while the nurse copied down my name, age, address, and parents' information. I heard Oscar spin a tale that was truth but not truth. He said I'd been riding my horse past one of his investigative sites when I'd seen the fire and saved him. He didn't mention Tully, and although I knew the omission was a lie, I think he must've felt he owed me. I felt odd being complicit in such a fib, and decided I'd tell my folks later what really happened. On the other hand, I was glad my mother wouldn't flip out over Tully, especially in the hospital in front of all the strangers who brushed past our doorway and mumbled in medical gobbledygook that I didn't understand. Life was starting to get really complicated, and more than ever I just wanted to go home, check on my horse, and go for a ride with the twins.


"Okay, young man. Now stick out your tongue. I need to get your temp."


The glass thermometer was cold and tasted of the alcohol bath it sat in, inside its glass beaker. I grimaced, but kept my mouth sealed tightly around it, the way my mother had taught me. Three minutes later, Pam held the thermometer up to the light, squinted at the mercury line inside, and smiled. "You'll live."


She wrapped a giant cuff around my upper arm and pumped it up. I'd been in a hospital twice before. Once, when I was eight and had my tonsils out, and the other time was last summer when I almost burned to death in an abandoned shack set on fire by a deranged murderer.


I stopped to ponder the odd similarities of both occasions. Two fires. Two times almost getting burned up. I wondered if I had used up seven of my nine lives, like a cat. With a shiver, I put it out of my mind and watched as Pam pumped my arm up until my fingers grew numb.


She listened with her stethoscope and wrote down a scratchy note on her clipboard. "Okay. Now you climb out of your clothes and put this on, you hear?" She handed me a blue and white gown, then noticed my frown. "Whatsamatter, honey?"


"Uh. Can I have two, please?"


With a robust laugh, she walked to the cupboard to get a second gown, then plopped it on top of the other. "A modest youngster, are we?"


I nodded, not really sure what she meant, but glad I'd gotten my way. "Thanks."


"Okay, I'm ordering lunch for both of you. Mr. Stone, you're eligible for some pain med if that arm bothers you. Just press the button if you want me to get you some. And Gustave, a doctor will be in to check you over, shortly."


"Okay." I clutched the two Johnnies to my chest and hurried into the bathroom. Horrified there was no lock, I pressed my back against the door while I changed and ran back to my bed to hop inside before anyone saw me. I slipped my bare feet under the stiff, starchy sheet, pulled a white blanket up over myself, and lay back on the thin pillow.


I endured being poked and prodded by a young doctor, who quickly dismissed me as "just fine." Oscar had retreated into his own world, reading and rereading the paper. I turned on my side, away from him, to try to relax. Visions of the morning raced through my mind, including Penni's insistence that I hurry to help Tully and Oscar. I tried to picture her face again, but it wavered and faded before my mind's eye, and before long—smack in the middle of the day in a brightly lit room—I fell sound asleep.





Chapter Forty-eight


 


When I woke, Millie was sitting beside Oscar, smoothing his long silky hair back with her hands. "You do get yourself into some scrapes, my dear."


He chuckled and motioned to me. "Looks like someone's awake."


Millie turned and smiled. "There's our hero."


I squirmed under the attention. "Anybody would have done what I did."


She slowly stood and massaged her lower back, approaching my bed. For the first time, I noticed a change in her face, as if the pain she'd been experiencing over the past few months had left its mark: a deepening of the wrinkles around her eyes and forehead, and darkened circles under her gentle hazel eyes. I lay back against the starched pillowcases and let her take both my hands in hers. "My dear, it's not what could have happened; it's what did happen. You saved my Oscar's life. You, my boy, are a hero."


I looked at her with doubt in my eyes. "I just—"


"Hush, now. No more talk about this. I see it embarrasses you."


"But Oscar got Tully most of the way out. He's a hero, too."


Oscar reached for his jacket and slipped the precious papers we'd found at Tully's homestead back into the inner pocket. "Hardly, my boy. Now, just so you don't feel abandoned, your folks are here. They're out front, filling out paperwork. They're going to take you home soon."


I sat straight up. "They're here?"


Millie returned to her chair next to Oscar. "Of course they're here, honey. Your dad closed the shop and picked up your mother and me on the way. Our car is still at the Ambuscade, so I had no way to get here without them, except William's bicycle." She chuckled at the image. "God bless your darlin' father."


Pam returned with a tray. A cheese sandwich and steaming bowl of chicken soup greeted me when she removed the plastic bowl covering the tray. "Here you go, honey. And I have some cookies in the back if this isn't enough for you."


I dug into the food, even though it wasn't very tasty. I noticed Oscar's tray on the table nearby, with the food barely touched. But the bread was soft and fresh, the soup was hot, and the simple fare filled part of the hole that gnawed inside my belly. I'd just finished the last spoonful of soup when my parents came in. My mother's face shifted between fear and pride, her eyes tearing up before she spoke a word.


My father followed with a fistful of papers. "You're awake! How are you feeling, son?"


My mother ran the last few steps and hugged me tight; my father reached for my hand and squeezed hard. As strong as he was, I felt his hand shake a little when he grabbed me, and saw concern in his troubled eyes.


"I'm fine, guys. I don't even need to be here. Come on. Let's go home."


They looked at each other, and then back at me.


"Really. I'm fine! I hardly even breathed in any smoke."


Pam bustled back into the room and grabbed my clothes from the cubby on the side of the room. "Here you go, dear. Get changed in the bathroom over there while I go over the instructions here with your folks."


I obeyed quickly, relieved to get out of the hospital gowns. My clothes were still a little damp, and smelled of smoke, but I didn't care. I laced up my sneakers and hurried back to the room where Pam was shaking my parents' hands and showing them how to put the brakes on a wheelchair. "Climb aboard, big fella. And don't worry, it's just protocol. Even our healthiest young patients have to ride out in these contraptions." She motioned me into the seat and released the brakes, wheeling me toward the door. "Now, I don't want to see you in here until your next rescue, young man."


"I'll take him out," my father said. "Oscar? We'll meet you in the discharge area, and then I'll drive you to your car."


Oscar raised one hand. "Thank you, André, we won't be long."


Pam ruffled my hair. "Okay. You're in good hands now, Gustave. Stay safe." She waltzed over to the Stones and began reading discharge instructions.


With one parent flanking each side, they rolled me toward the exit. I wished I'd been alone in the hall, so I could see how fast I could get the chair to go in the shiny, wide corridors. I pictured Sig and me racing down the hallway side by side, and had a sudden pang of loneliness. I missed my friends, and needed to tell them all that had happened.


By the time we'd dropped the Stones at their car, it was almost three. Millie got behind the wheel and slowly backed around, pulling out to the main road. I didn't know if she had a license, since Oscar had always been the one to drive her and William around town. At home, Shadow greeted me with unparalleled enthusiasm, jumping on my legs and licking my hands and face as if he couldn't believe I'd let myself get so dirty.


My mother drew a bath for me, which she hadn't done since I was seven, and then backed out while I immersed myself in the hot, sudsy water.


I thought of Tully, and how close it had all been. Had he always had a heart condition? Had he even known? Or was this the "sickness" his mother referred to in the diaries? Either way, I had to find a way to visit him at the hospital, or at least call to see if he was okay. I wondered if I might get a ride with Mrs. Brown. Surely she'd want to go see him once she heard of his fate.


When the water had cooled, I got out and wrapped myself in a big towel. To my surprise, my mother was waiting in my bedroom.


"I've laid out your pajamas, honey. The doctor ordered rest. And I'm to watch you for signs of concussion. So I want you to get in your jammies and get into bed. Just for this afternoon."


She saw my horrified expression and smiled.


"Jammies, Mum?"


With a silvery laugh, she covered her mouth with her hand. "Oh, sorry, honey. I meant PJs."


"But I feel fine. I don't need to be in bed."


"Doctor's orders, honey. And later, I'll bring up some supper." She patted the bed and Shadow jumped up. "You and Shadow can hang out and read or sleep. I'll come back soon."


An embarrassed flush crept up my cheeks. "Um. I can get dressed in the bathroom."


She snorted a laugh and blushed. "Oh, honey. I'm sorry. I forgot you're a young man now. I'll give you some privacy."


She swished out the door and I heard her heels tapping on the steps while she returned to her domain to cook me up something special. I ran over to shut the door, and then dropped the towel and pulled on my pajamas. Outside, it rained heavily, although the thunderstorm from the morning had long since passed.


I slid into fresh cool sheets that smelled like the outdoors, snuggled into my pillow, and although I'd opened my Hardy Boys mystery, it dropped to the floor before I'd read even a page. I slept until morning, dreaming of fire demons, flaming trees, and Penni. Her pretty face danced before my mind's eye for most of the night, and when I got up once to use the bathroom, I swore I saw her glimmering image standing over my bed.





Chapter Forty-nine


 


The next morning, my mother and I were up early. I had already awoken and devoured a stack of her buttermilk pancakes when my father joined us for breakfast at his usual time. He picked up the Democrat and Chronicle, snapped the newspaper open to the front page, and spilled some of his coffee. My mother rushed to mop it up, but before she could hurry back to the stove, she stopped and stared at the front page.


One hand flew to her mouth. "Oh my goodness."


I drained my second glass of orange juice and added more syrup to a fresh stack without looking up. "What is it?"


My father flipped the paper toward me. "Take a look, son. You're on the front page."


A grainy image from my fifth grade school picture showed me with a crooked smile. Beside my face, the caption read, "Local Boy Saves Two Men in Fire."


I blanched. Two men. They were about to read what really happened at the Tully homestead.


I pulled the paper toward me. "Who the heck wrote this?" In tiny letters beneath the caption, the name Barnie Pratt appeared. "Mr. Pratt! He's the man who called for help. I rode Pancho to his house in the storm. I didn't know he was a reporter."


My father looked proud, but my mother frowned. "Two men? I thought you just saved Oscar?" She took the paper from me and started to read.


Here it comes. I tried to pull myself into a small ball and roll away, but it didn't work. I just sat like a lump at the table and stared at her, counting down to the explosion I was sure would come.


She passed the paper to my father, who stood and had been trying to read over her shoulder. "Here. Read it for yourself, André. I guess we didn't get the whole story yesterday."


There was no recrimination in her tone, but her face had waxed green and her mouth drew into a tight line over a trembling chin. She stood quickly and turned away from me with shaking shoulders.


I started to go to her, but my father put up a warning hand while he finished reading. "Hold on, son."


I waited. My mother walked into the kitchen and started running the water in the sink, clinking dishes together as if everything was normal. But it wasn't. She hadn't eaten her own breakfast and was re-washing dishes that weren't even dirty. Helpless, I sat and watched while my father carefully folded the paper. My eyes met his.


"Come on, son. Let's go upstairs."


I followed him to my bedroom and sat beside him when he patted the bed with one hand. Tears welled in my eyes. My mother had fallen apart down there, and it was my fault. I hung my head and waited to be lectured.


"Gus?" He tilted my head up, but I was met with gentle eyes, not anger or disapproval.


I couldn't speak.


"Why didn't you tell us you rescued Mr. Tully? Was it an oversight, or on purpose?"


I spilled my guts and told him everything. Everything, that is, except my experiences with Penni, and my midnight rescue of Tully in the old house. His eyes widened when I mentioned the discovery we'd made at the homestead, but he encouraged me to keep going until I simply stopped on my own accord and stared back at him with a thumping heart.


"That's quite a tale." He rubbed his eyes and glanced at his watch. He was going to be late to open the shop if he didn't hurry, but he never mentioned it. "I hear Mr. Tully is pretty harmless, tell you the truth."


"What?" I couldn't believe he wasn't yelling at me.


"But you disobeyed when you went into the woods and bothered him at his cabin. Your mother expressly told you not to pester the man. You'll have some weeding in your future. I'm thinking the whole row of carrots and all the onions would be appropriate."


I groaned. "But he was so nice, and so lonely. And he knew Grandfather Wright."


His shoulders slumped. "I know. But your mother has this thing about him. She's carried it with her forever. It's somewhat irrational, if you ask me, but it's very real to her."


"What happened, Dad? What in the world could make her not like Mr. Tully?"


He tapped his watch and suddenly stood. "That's a topic for another day, sport. I'll be late if I don't hustle."


"Dad! Please."


He blanched and adjusted his tie in the mirror. "I'm sorry, son. I'm just not the person who should explain this to you. Maybe when you're a bit older."


"How old?"


"Um. Twenty-one, I think."


I exploded. "That's like a gazillion years from now!"


He put an arm around my shoulder and squeezed. "I know, sport. But you have to trust me. Some topics just aren't appropriate for boys your age."


"Appropriate? Dad. Please."


He released me. "Be sure to clean out your horse stall today. You didn't get to it yesterday."


I nodded and swallowed my frustration. "Yes, sir. It'll be done before you get home for dinner. And I'll get to the weeding right away."


"That's my boy."


"Dad?"


He stopped at the doorway and turned. "Yes?"


"I really need to see if Mr. Tully is okay. The twins and I are great friends with him. He's lonely. He needs someone to care about him."


"Mrs. Brown will probably tend to him, don't you think?"


I stared at my feet.


He came back to me and put a hand on my shoulder. "I'll call the hospital and check on him for you. Will that help?"


I bit my lip. "I need to see him."


He crouched in front of me and looked deep into my eyes. "You're really fond of the old geezer, aren't you?"


I nodded, but couldn't talk. All the fear from the past few days washed over me and threatened to break through. I wanted to be brave, but my father's empathy made it harder to hold it in.


"I'll talk to your mother."


With a wave, he walked at a brisk clip toward the hallway. In minutes, the Oldsmobile started up and roared out of the driveway. I wondered if he'd said much to my mother on his way out. He hadn't had a lot of time. But then, they frequently didn't need to say a word to each other to share a feeling or pass a thought back and forth. Just a glance or an expression was all it took. It was uncanny.


I waited a whole hour before going downstairs, but by that time, my mother had buried herself in ironing and barely gave me a nod when I passed the laundry room.


"I'll call you for lunch. Don't forget to feed the cats, too."


I answered in a voice that felt as tight as hers sounded. "Okay."


I'd never known my heart could break from the sound of my wounded mother's voice, and on this sweltering hot day in August, 1965, I learned firsthand how it felt to have hurt my own mother through my foolish actions. I vowed never to do it again, and headed for the barn to gather my weeding tools.





Chapter Fifty


 


At two in the afternoon, when I'd finished the carrots and had weeded halfway through the onion row, the twins cantered up from the alfalfa field behind the barn. My heart leapt when I saw them, and I ran to greet them at the edge of my father's massive garden.


Elsbeth jumped from Golden Boy and ran to hug me. After a long tender moment, she backed up a few inches from my face, with her slender arms still slung around my neck. "Oh, Gus." Pride beamed from her eyes. "Everyone's talking about you."


Siegfried slid to the ground, looping Frisbee's reins over one arm. "You're a local hero." When Elsbeth let me go, he gave me a half-hug and punched one arm. "I just wish we'd been with you."


For some reason, I didn't mind my best pals calling me a hero, although it had been uncomfortable coming from adults. I knew they meant it, too, and that they would have been right beside me every step of the way if they'd been there. "Thanks."


Elsbeth's eyes lit up. "And you found the papers, didn't you?"


I shot her a sideways glance. "How'd you know?" That part hadn't been in the paper.


"Mr. Stone stopped by to thank my parents for letting us help search for the very important historical records. He got my dad to smile and everything. He explained about the books we borrowed, and told my father it was a significant historical discovery that would change the history books. Matter of fact, Mr. Stone said he was going to write a book about it and even mention us three in the dedication."


Siegfried chimed in. "Ja. I haven't seen my father so happy in a long time. He said he was proud of us, and apologized for not believing us before."


I reached over and squeezed Sig's hand. "What a relief."


Elsbeth motioned to the garden. "You got in trouble, huh?"


I shrugged. "Yeah. But not too bad. My father was pretty good about it. Punished me for not listening about bothering Tully, but didn't freak out or anything like that."


Siegfried looked toward the house, where my mother stood, hanging wash on the line. "Was she very upset?"


A neat procession of white sheets billowed in the breeze, perhaps releasing some of the hurt she felt to the wind. I hoped so, at least. It seemed she found some sort of comfort in working hard. Or maybe she lost herself in it. I wasn't sure.


I swallowed hard and averted my eyes. "Yeah. She was—crying."


Elsbeth swung her deep brown eyes in my mother's direction. "The poor thing. I just wish we knew—"


I finished her sentence. "—what happened. I know."


Elsbeth spotted a burr in Golden Boy's forelock and made him lower his head so she could work on it. "Did your father tell you anything? Anything at all?"


I shook my head. "Not really. He said she'd been ‘carrying this with her' for a long time, and that it wasn't exactly rational in his viewpoint. But he'd never tell her that."


"Carrying what with her?" Sig asked. His eyes narrowed.


"I don't know. My father said he'd tell me when I was twenty-one. That it wasn't ‘appropriate' for a boy my age."


Elsbeth's eyes popped. “That usually means it's something about s-e-x."


Siegfried's head tilted to the side. "She's right."


I let my mind wander. "Yuk. Maybe Tully had an affair with my grandmother or something."


Elsbeth expounded on the theory. "Maybe Tully was her real father. Maybe Marlowe was just a father in name."


I blanched at the thought. "Holy mackerel. That would be awful. It would mean my mother lived a lie her whole life. And if she was mad at Tully for being her real father, it would mean he never owned up to it or recognized her as his child."


Siegfried's brow drew together. "That theory doesn't hold water. Tully isn't a snake. He's a decent man. And remember, he really cared about your grandfather, Gus. How could he have betrayed a man he cared for like that?"


I flopped to the ground and splayed my legs out on the cool grass. "True. Very true."


Elsbeth dropped beside me and let her foot fall to the side so it rested against mine. She took my hand in hers and held it there. "I wonder if you should just ask her."


I shook my head like a dog who'd come in from a downpour. "No way. No. She'd fall apart. I have to find out from someone else."


Siegfried leaned against Frisbee's shoulder and pulled his fingers through the piebald's mane with a steady rhythm. He gazed at the treetops in the distance, but I knew he didn't see them. "You need to find someone who was around when she was a child. Someone who lived through that era when everyone was so afraid of the Genesee Valley Fever, and who might remember what happened."


A face appeared in my mind's eye. Gentle, wise, soft eyes.


Millie Stone.





Chapter Fifty-one


 


After dinner, my father brought me to the living room and motioned to the couch. I sat straight as a board, hoping he had good news about me visiting Tully.


"Your mother and I talked. She's not happy with the whole thing, but she agreed that as long as you're supervised, you can visit Mr. Tully."


I jumped up. "Really?"


"Whoa, there. Sit back down." He glanced towards the kitchen where my mother stood without humming her usual tunes at the sink. It had been a strained dinner. Polite. Quiet. Awful.


"It's taken a great deal of strength for your mother to acknowledge your friendship with Mr. Tully. She loves you, son, and wants you to be happy. She's trying hard not to let her past get in the way. You will need to be very nice to her. Extra special nice."


I perched on the edge of the cushion. "Oh, Dad. I will. I will. When can we go?"


He picked up the phone that sat on the side table and dialed. "First you're going to call him and see if it's okay."


"Me?" I started to sweat. I rarely called anyone but the twins.


"Yes, you. I spoke with Eudora earlier and asked if it would be okay. She said he's weak, but he wants to see you." He handed me the receiver.


I pressed it hard against my ear and played with the cord with my free hand.


"Information Desk."


"Um. Can I please speak with Mr. Tully? Zachariah Tully?"


"Hold on. I'll connect you."


The phone rang four times before Tully picked up. His voice sounded hoarse, as if he'd had tubes down his throat. I hadn't ever seen anyone after surgery, but imagined him with tubes and wires coming out of everywhere. My hands grew clammy.


"Hello?"


"Mr. Tully? It's me, Gus."


"Oh, thank God. Dear boy, I need to ask you a favor."


My heart thumped in my neck. "Of course. Anything. But please, tell me if you're okay first."


He coughed for a long time, and then finally answered. "They say I'll be fine in a few months. I have to stay here for two weeks, though. And go through some kind of darned rehab. Eudora's been doing all the talking with the doctors."


"I'm glad she's there with you, Mr. Tully."


"I'm tired, boy. Can we make this short?"


My cheeks flushed. "Of course."


"Listen. I need you to check on Penni. I haven't heard from her or sensed her since the fire. She's usually too afraid to come with me into the village, so she's probably floating around the house wondering what happened to me."


I thought back to the first day we'd met, when he'd been arguing with Penni about coming into town with him. Since yesterday, I'd pictured her by his side in the hospital, but I'd been way off base. "Sure I will. I'll head over there in the morning, if you want?"


"Good."


"Is that all?"


"No, there's one more thing. And this is very important, boy. Crucially important."


"What is it?"


"I need you to hide my metal box. You know the one."


"Of course. The one with all the pictures in it."


"Right. Hide it under my porch, or somewhere Eudora won't find it. I can't have her—"


"What?"


"I don't want to break her heart, Gus. Just do as I say. And don't look inside, okay?"


"Okay."


"Promise?"


I crossed my heart, even though he couldn't see me. "I promise."


"Good. Let me talk to your father, if he's there."


I handed the phone to my father and listened while it seemed Tully explained that he'd asked me to tend to a few things at his place. "Why, I'm sure that would be okay, Mr. Tully. Gus can keep an eye on your place while you're laid up. Eudora's got enough on her hands, doesn't she?"


After a few more minutes, they hung up. My father stared at me.


"Well, it seems you have a job to do. He wants you to close all the windows and stack the rest of the wood under the eaves to dry. He was about to move the pile when you three went looking for that document."


"I'll do it for free."


"Of course you will, son." He patted my head. "Do it tomorrow morning, and I'll take you to visit him after dinner. Sound like a plan?"


"Yup." I started to head upstairs, but he grabbed my hand as I passed.


"And remember. Be extra special—"


"—nice to Mum. I know. I won't forget." I'd already planned a few nice things I could do for her. Make her a card. Help her with the dishes. There were lots of little things I could do to help her out and let her know I was thankful for her leniency.


"That's my boy." He settled in his chair, opened his Agatha Christie book to the bookmark, and shooed me away with his hands. "Now go work on that summer reading list."





Chapter Fifty-two


 


I arrived at Tully's cabin at eight-thirty the next morning. Mr. Marggrander had impulsively taken a day off from work and had whisked the twins and their mother to Stony Brook State Park for a picnic and swim in the river. They'd invited me, but I declined, knowing I had business to tend to at Tully's.


I slid from Pancho's comfy back and tied him to the usual bushes near the woods. He reached up high, ripping leaves from the maple tree that hung overhead. I chuckled, realizing we had a lot in common. His legs might have been covered in fur, but they were as hollow as mine. He never stopped eating.


The air still carried a faint scent of wet, charred wood. I hadn't realized the fire at the homestead would permeate the woods so completely with such an intense smell. Although the sun shone overhead and the trees lay still in the windless morning, I had a hard time forgetting my rain-soaked flight on foot and horseback just two days ago. A shiver ran up my spine, but I squared my shoulders and patted Pancho's rump. "Be good, now. Don't get into any trouble out here."


He ignored me, munching on leaves with his eyes closed.


I tromped toward the front door, then stopped dead halfway there. I looked up to the treetops, on the roof, and around the property. "Penni?"


Nothing.


Inside, I went straight for the box. Tully had left it on the bottom shelf of the side table near the couch, and it looked untouched as far as I could tell.


I hefted the cool metal in my hands and stared at it.


What did Tully so badly want to hide from his sister? How could a bunch of old photographs be the cause of so much fear?


As sorely tempted as I was to peek inside, I stopped myself. After screwing up so bad with my mother over the past few weeks, lying to my parents, and basically feeling like a rotten sneak, I had to be harder on myself. I needed to stay true to my word.


I shoved it under my arm, walked back out to the porch, and slammed into Eudora Brown.


She toppled backwards, lost her balance, and slid to the ground. I landed across her stomach, and the box went flying, sending photos shooting across the porch floorboards.


She raised a hand to her head and opened and closed her eyes a few times, dazed. "Gus?"


"It's just me, Mrs. Brown. Sorry."


I scrambled off her and began stuffing the pictures frantically into the box, with my back to her. I got them shuffled inside and slid the box behind a rustic barrel that held kindling. She rose slowly, dabbing a handkerchief against a small scratch on her arm. Thankful she was distracted, I turned to help her up and prayed she hadn't noticed the box.


"Are you okay, Mrs. Brown?" I led her inside to the couch. "I didn't mean to ram into you like that. I guess I wasn't looking where I was going."


"It's okay, dear. Just shocked me, is all. I didn't know you'd be here."


I gulped. Did she think I'd been stealing stuff?


"Mr. Tully asked me to stop by." I said it in a whiny voice that embarrassed me the minute the words escaped my lips.


"Oh, honey. I know. I just didn't know you'd be here this early in the morning. I was going to check out the place to be sure there wasn't anything that would spoil or attract animals. I didn't know if Zak had left any food out, or…" She got up and puttered around the cabin as if she hadn't ever seen it. "Oh, my. He really is living the life of a hermit, isn't he?"


I didn't think she was actually talking to me. She muttered the words and seemed to be pouring over the utensils and food cabinet with morbid fascination. "No refrigeration? No electricity? How am I going to take care of him in such a place?"


She opened the big black woodstove and chuckled. "I remember this very same stove from our childhood. He must've moved it from the big house. Miracle it still works."


"He keeps the place really clean though, doesn't he?" I felt the tug to defend Tully. He liked living like this, and didn't seem to feel he was missing out on anything important.


"Oh, he does. It's neat as a pin. He always was a tidy fellow."


"Er. I'm supposed to stack some wood. I guess I'll just head out and—"


She flipped her fingers at me with an absentminded gesture. "Of course. You do what you came here for. I'm just trying to get the lay of the land. They said he can recuperate at home in a few weeks, but I'm not sure this is going to work. I think I'll have to find some other accommodations."


I shook my head, knowing Tully would fight it. He wouldn't live in somebody's guest room or a nursing home or even a hotel. He needed to be in his woods with Penni.


She followed me to the door, and checked the latch. "No locks. My goodness."


A white piece of paper fluttered from the porch. Horrified that I'd missed a photo, I ducked down to retrieve it and shoved it in my pants pocket.


"Drop something?"


"Uh. Yeah. Just one of my baseball cards." There I go again. Lying through my teeth. But it was for Tully's sake, so I didn't feel too guilty. I hurried around back to the woodpile and started bringing loads up to the porch with a rusty old wheelbarrow I found leaning against it. It had a big hole in the side, but if I stacked the logs just right, they didn't fall out. After twenty minutes, Mrs. Brown emerged with a book under her arm. She wandered back toward me.


"It looks like Zak was reading this. Huck Finn. Used to be one of his favorites as a boy."


I nodded toward the book, remembering Penni flipping the pages. It seemed like years ago since we'd first found the cabin and "met" her. I smiled. "It's a good story."


"I thought I'd read to him at the hospital today."


I dropped the load of wood I'd been carrying into the wheelbarrow and rubbed my hands on my jeans. "He'll like that."


"Well." She turned toward the house, then back to me. "I was going to say ‘lock up when you leave.' But I guess that's pointless."


"I'll be sure the doors and windows are shut up nice and tight, Mrs. Brown."


"Okay. Thank you, dear. I'll see you and your father at the hospital later. Bye for now."


She walked carefully over the rutted yard—the weed-infested expanse couldn't be called a lawn—and made it to her car.


I couldn't help but remember the night it had been parked in our driveway with her husband's dead body inside. I shuddered, and realized the woman had more courage than I'd ever have. Braving that car was probably one of the easier challenges she'd had over the past fifteen years. A heck of a lot easier than being tortured and held captive by a bunch of monsters.


I lifted a hand to wave goodbye. When her car was safely out of sight, I loaded the last bunch of wood onto the porch and knelt down to get the box. "That was close." I wiped my brow. "Too close."


I found two loose boards on the far side of the porch. I swung them aside and wormed my way inside. Sunlight filtered through the cracks in the boards overhead, and something small squeaked and scuttled away from me. I caught sight of a striped black and red fuzzy body just as the chipmunk squeezed through a crack on the far side, chittering the whole way. A few old burlap bags lay folded against a round pine beam near the back. Wiping away the cobwebs, I wedged the box beneath the bags and shoved them back a little further. Nobody would find it now.


When I poked my head back outside, I scanned the area. No one for miles. Just me, Pancho, and—


A wail pierced the silence, whooshing through my ears and head as if I had swallowed the sound.


"Penni!" I scrambled outside and looked around for her. The front door rapped back and forth, back and forth. I ran up the steps and smiled. "You're back!"


I shouted the words as loud and clear as I could, afraid she wouldn't understand. "It's okay, Penni. Tully's okay. He'll be home soon."


Inside, the top of the coffee pot rattled furiously. Curtains lifted and fell. A magazine twirled, then fell to the floor.


"It's okay. Tully's coming home in a few weeks. He was sick. But they made him better. With, uh. Medicine. Understand?"


I sat down on the couch to watch her antics, hoping maybe she'd show herself to me again. The handle of the pump worked up and down until water poured into the sink, filling the basin with cold spring water. I walked to the kitchen area and smiled. "Wow. You can do just about anything, can't you?"


I leaned down, intending to unplug the drain so it wouldn't overflow. The pump handle stopped as suddenly as it had begun its frenetic movement. With a start, I saw an image in the basin of water. Filmy at first, it wavered and wobbled with uncertainty. I touched the water, gently, with my forefinger. "Penni?"


She showed herself to me this time with a combination of contour and light. A finely shaped nose and brow rose from the liquid, followed by round eyes and curved lips. An image appeared on the watery form, giving color to the statue-like specter.


I sucked in my breath. The purity of her features and eyes made me gasp. She was beautiful. She rose a foot above the basin, her entire face, neck, and upper torso sparkling with water and light. One word escaped her lips, and then the image dispersed in soft droplets. "Tully."


I found my voice again. "Penni. He's okay. Please don't worry."


Had she heard me? Did she understand?


Someone blew a stream of moist icy air toward me, placing a fluttery cool kiss on my lips.


I froze, letting my breath out.


"You're welcome," I whispered. I closed the door softly behind me and headed home.





Chapter Fifty-three


 


I felt a lot better about entering the hospital through the visitors' entrance than the emergency room. My father and I walked through the sparkling clean glass doors and headed for the elevator. I carried a bouquet of wildflowers I'd picked from our field. I knew Tully would be happier to see Queen Anne's Lace, buttercups, cornflowers, and even dandelions than some store-bought, fake-colored daisies.


My mother had been quiet all day, busying herself in cleaning projects until the house sparkled and there wasn't even one dirty pair of socks left to wash. She usually kept it pretty clean, anyway, but today she moved the refrigerator out to wash the floor and wall behind it, dumped and rewashed everything in the silverware drawer, and even cleaned out the laundry room closet, where she found boots I hadn't worn since third grade.


We got off the elevator on the fourth floor and approached the cardiac rehabilitation ward.


"Room 413," I said. I pointed to a sign that showed rooms 410 to 430 to our right.


Two attendants pushed an elderly lady on a gurney into a room, followed by a tearful procession of family. A scary assortment of men and women in johnnies walked the hallways pushing tall IV stands. I tried hard not to look at the needles poking in their arms, the bandages on their chests, or the occasional bare backside that peaked through their hospital garments. Didn't they know you could have two gowns to cover up the back?


A hoarse barrage of yelling came from room 410. The man sounded like he was out of his mind, and when we shuffled past, I stared inside like people who slowed down to gawk at car accidents. I didn't want to look, but couldn't help myself.


A nurse stood over him, speaking in soothing tones and playing with a small valve on his IV. Within seconds, he quieted. I swallowed hard and looked at my father. He didn't say a word, but slid his arm through mine.


I squeezed tight on the aluminum foil I'd wrapped around the wet paper towel that encircled the flower stems. "There it is." I whispered now, afraid I'd bother people trying to sleep or rest. My insides started flipping around like Mexican jumping beans on a roller coaster.


What would Tully look like? Would he be all bloody and gross? Would I be able to see the stitches?


I peeked into the room. One bed was hidden by a closed curtain. At the other, by the far window, sat Eudora Brown. I could just see the foot of Tully's bed.


Huck Finn lay open on her lap. She looked up, pushed her glasses higher on her nose, and leaned down to touch Tully's feet. "You've got visitors, Zachariah."


We crept closer, and he came into view. The man who lay in the cot looked familiar, and yet not. His usual ruddy complexion had paled, and blue smudges encircled his eyes. His long snowy beard had been neatly combed—which I'd never seen—and it lay atop a sheet that was tucked tightly around his body. I figured Mrs. Brown had been fixing him up, and that it probably drove him nuts.


Tully was a man who needed to be free and unhampered by common practices. He didn't want to have his body encased in starched white sheets any more than he wanted all the poking and prodding they must've done to him. It showed in his eyes. They flooded with relief when I approached him and a broad grin stretched across his lips. "Gus, my boy. I'm glad to see you."


I thrust the flowers toward him. "These are for you, Mr. Tully."


Eudora leapt from her chair and gently took them from me. "I'll find a vase for them, Zak. Aren't they lovely?"


"Gosh darn it, Eudora. Let me at least take a whiff before you whisk them away." He grabbed them from her, closed his eyes, and inhaled. "Ah… these smell like home."


Instead of being hurt, Mrs. Brown chuckled. "You are so ornery when you're cooped up like this, Zachariah Tully." She waited a few seconds, and then took the flowers from him.


"Good to see you, Mr. LeGarde." Tully nodded to my father and seemed surprised when Dad reached down to touch his hand.


"And you, too. How are you feeling?"


They chitchatted while I sat and waited. I hoped to talk to him alone, but wasn't sure if my father would want to use the facilities or go get some coffee.


Eudora drew my father into a conversation at the foot of the bed, and I slid my chair closer. Tully's eyes suddenly bored into mine. "Did you get it done?"


I nodded silently, but tried to comfort him with an expression I hoped said, Don't worry. I hid your box. Out loud, I said. "Yes. The wood is all stacked and the windows are closed."


He heaved a sigh of relief. "Thank God." After a few minutes of just sitting together, listening to his sister and my father talk endlessly about boring things, his eyes twinkled. "Wanna see my scar?"


I drew back and vigorously shook my head.


"You sure?" He smiled and patted my hand. "Sorry. I don't blame you, son. I hate looking at those stitches, too."


I noticed he wore my grandfather's amethyst ring. He saw me looking, and winked at me. "They tried to take it off me when I was admitted, but I fought them like a wild bear."


I smiled, picturing the scene. "Looks like you won."


"Well, not at first. But Eudora got it back for me this morning."


"It looks really good on you." I wasn't sure what else to say, but he started to get that quizzical look in his eyes again, and I realized I hadn't told him about Penni. I tried hard to figure out a way to tell him in code, but was stumped.


"Hey, boy. Why don't you tell me about that ghost story you were reading the other day? Remember?"


At first I blanked, and then I realized he'd figured out how we could talk without giving anything away. I sat up straighter in my chair, and glanced at my father and Mrs. Brown, who still talked a mile a minute at the end of the bed. "Right. Where did we leave off?"


"I think it was where the young lad went back to the—er—cave to see if the ghost was still there."


I nodded, warming to the idea. "Yeah. That's right. He went back to the cave, and at first he couldn't find her. He bumped into his friend's—um—sister. They talked a while, but then the sister left. Finally he felt her presence. She made all kinds of ruckus, and then showed herself in a pool of water. At first she just appeared in the reflection, then she rose up and her body came right out of the water, all sparkly and beautiful."


My eyes had widened to tell him it was true, and his jaw dropped. "No kidding?"


I shook my head and leaned forward. "It was amazing! The most gorgeous thing the boy had ever seen."


Tully settled deeper into his pillow and his eyes blinked as if he were trying to stave off sleep. "And did the boy give the message to her?"


"He did. And she seemed okay. She kissed his lips."


With that comment, my father and Mrs. Brown both snapped their heads to the side.


My father narrowed his eyes. "What kind of book are you reading, son?"


I squirmed a little. "Oh, dad. It's just a story about a ghost. There's nothing bad in it."


Mrs. Brown playfully tapped my father's arm. "André, the boy's entitled to a little romance at his age."


"He's only twelve. He can't like girls yet." My father's face dropped. I'd seen the expression only a few times before, but particularly when my mother had been rushed to the ER last summer after losing the baby. He and I had hugged each other in the ER, and I'd seen how disappointed he'd been after the loss of the sister or brother I never had.


"Don't worry, Dad. I still think most girls are gross."


Eudora burst into laughter. "Gracious me. Well, that won't last forever, young man."


Tully's eyes closed further, although a half-smile lingered on his lips. "Sleep now," he mumbled, squeezing my hand.


I got up quietly and tugged on my father's sleeve. "Time to go, Dad." I motioned to Tully, and my father suddenly got very businesslike.


"Yes, well. We’ve stayed long enough. Thank you for letting us visit your brother, Eudora. We'll come back again soon, if you'd like?"


Mrs. Brown smiled and ruffled my hair. "I know my brother would like that, very much."


I took one last look at Tully, preserving the memory in my mind so I could describe the details to the twins. I knew they'd be worried, especially Elsbeth.


"Let's go, son."


I walked side-by-side with my father to the elevator, which smelled like soup and sandwiches, and enjoyed the rush of the feeling in my stomach when it descended to the ground floor. We headed outside into the late afternoon sun, and walked slowly toward the Oldsmobile.


"Dad?"


His eyes took in the hills to the west. "Yes?"


"Thank you."


We reached the car and he unlocked his door. With a smile, he slipped inside, and then reached over to pull up the button on my side. I got in and leaned back into the comfy seat.


 He reached over to hug me, and I didn't even mind. "You're welcome, sport."





Chapter Fifty-four


 


My mother seemed slightly more relaxed at dinner that night. She hugged me when I came in the door, shot a questioning look at my father, and then returned to the stove where a big pot of spaghetti sauce and meatballs bubbled. "How did it go?" She didn't actually look at me, but vigorously stirred the pot.


I glanced to my father for support. He nudged me and nodded.


I spoke with my head down, afraid to see pain in her eyes. "It went okay, I guess. We saw Mrs. Brown there."


My mother set the wooden spoon on the stove and wiped her hands on her apron. "That's nice."


My father took over. "Mr. Tully looked good. His surgery was successful, and now he has to work hard to recuperate and regain his strength. Eudora's planning to watch over him for the next few weeks, before she flies back to Washington to meet with someone who wants to do a book and a movie about her experiences."


I spun toward my father. "What? Really?"


He nodded and walked to the stove to sample the sauce. "Mmm. I can taste that fresh basil." He rinsed the spoon and set it back on the stove. "Anyway, Eudora's attending a party in her honor. Sort of a ‘welcome back to the States' event. I guess it's going to be huge. Even Walter Cronkite will be there."


I moved closer to him, hanging on his words. "Wow."


My mother's eyes turned to saucers. "Maybe the President will stop in to shake her hand."


"He might. She mentioned something about the White House." His eyes twinkled and he sent a secret smile in my mother's direction. "Actually, the gala is going to be in the White House."


I dropped onto a chair. "Holy cow!"


My mother flopped on a chair beside me, which I'd never seen her do while cooking. Usually she whirled and spun around the kitchen like a well-controlled top. She splayed both hands on the table and leaned forward. "Good golly, André."


He toyed with the dishtowel that hung on the stove handle. "There's one more very important part to this, Gloria."


My mother stood and grabbed both of my father's hands in hers. "Tell me."


He played with her a little more, and then finally blurted it out. "We're invited, Gloria. It's black tie, fancy dinner, dancing—the works. You and I are going to Washington, Mrs. LeGarde."


She looked back and forth between us as if she didn't believe it, and then danced my father around the kitchen. "We're going to the White House?"


Relief flooded my body. Thank God for distractions. She'd almost forgotten about Tully and whatever it was that upset her so much.


After a few moments of giddiness, she stopped and looked at me, then back at my father. "Wait. Are children invited?"


He tilted his head with an apology directed at me. "No, dear. But I'm sure Gus could stay with the Marggranders or Stones."


Conflicted feelings washed over me. Disappointment was soon followed by a shrewd calculation of which family I'd rather stay with. The Stones meant dealing with William, my sometimes nice/sometimes nasty teenage pal. The Marggranders would be heaven, since my best friend and—dare I say, girlfriend, were built into the deal. But their father was so stern he made me sweat and shake. And what if their mother had one of her breakdowns? What if she started crying and moaning and locked herself in her room like she was known to do?


The Stones sounded better. Millie would spoil me, Oscar would want to talk about the Ambuscade, and I could pretty much ignore William if I played my cards right.


"The Stones," I said. "I can do chores for them and maybe earn a dollar. I really want that new Beatles single that's coming out next month."


My mother seemed not to care where I stayed. Stars danced in her eyes. My father weighed the idea, tossed it around in his head, nodding. "That sounds fine, son. Let me call and see if you can bunk there."


Dinner was full of talk about the Oval Office, strapless gowns, and tuxedos. I didn't care. My mother was back again, and she practically glowed with excitement.


I smiled from her to my father and back again as I plowed into my chocolate pudding. I'd been absolved of my wrongdoings by happy circumstance, and that was fine by me.


After dinner, I bedded down my horse, fed the cats, and came back inside. I let Shadow out for a final evening walk and filled up his kibble and water dish. My father had helped with the dishes, mostly because my mother didn't want to stop talking about the gala. He was just hanging up the dishtowel when I finished my chores.


"I'm heading up," I said. I looked up to find my father hugging and kissing my mother in the dining room, which inflamed my cheeks and made me duck back around the corner. They murmured goodnights without really sounding like they knew what they were saying.


Adults could be so weird.


Shadow ran upstairs before me, ready to start circling the rug in my bedroom in preparation for his nighttime snooze. I followed him, shaking my head. Watching my parents kiss sure wasn't like being kissed by Elsbeth.


Or Penni.


I smiled and pulled my shirt over my head. When I got to my jeans, I automatically patted the pockets before unzipping them. My fingers closed around my jackknife in one pocket, and then brushed a stiff piece of paper in the other.


The photograph.


My fingers touched it, but I hesitated. If I pulled it out, I'd be betraying Tully's confidence.


If I left it in my pants, my mother would find it in the dirty clothes hamper.


Or worse, it would get destroyed in the wash.


The crickets had already started up their nighttime chorus, and the air had a sultry, moist feel as it wafted into the room.


I froze with indecision for a few minutes, and then made up my mind. I walked over to my bed, whipped the picture out of my pocket with my eyes squinted to defocus them, and slid it under my pillow.


I'd sleep on it. No one would find it. And tomorrow I'd return it to the metal box under the porch.


***


Three hours later I lay wide-awake in bed. Moonlight washed into the room, tickling the floor and curtains. I missed my friends after so many days apart, and suddenly wished Penni would appear in the moonbeams.


The desire to look at the photograph had grown like an out-of-control monster. For the past few hours I kept doing things to make myself forget about it. I read until bedtime. I counted sheep. Lots of sheep. I tried to imagine myself into a great dream about Onset and the beach.


I got up and paced in the moon-bright room.


Shadow snored on my bed.


I muttered to myself, giving pros and cons and finally flopped down on the bed again. I sat Indian style and stared at the pillow. A corner of the snapshot peaked out from beneath.


I touched the corner, tantalized beyond belief.


Just a little peek? How could that hurt? And how bad could it be?


Really.


How bad?


The edges of the photo were cut in a sawtooth pattern, as if my mom had taken her pinking shears to them to fancy them up. All of the pictures that had spilled onto the porch had looked like that. Black and white. Jagged edges. And just bunches of people in them. I'd recognized some of my grandfather and Tully, and other folks, too. Nothing had jumped out as "suspicious" or even out of the ordinary when I'd stuffed them into the box on the porch after running Mrs. Brown down.


I grabbed my flashlight and flicked it on, then pinched the corner and slid it out. Just a little.


There. Big deal. It was only my grandfather Marlowe. I saw his handsome face on the side of the photo. His grin stretched from ear to ear. 


Just a little further.


An arm around his shoulder.


I nudged it out halfway. Two arms dangled around his neck.


I gave up the pretense of honesty and slid the whole picture out.


At first I squinted my eyes to see it better, then shined the flashlight from another angle.


Tully hung his arms around my grandfather's neck from behind, his cheek pressed against my grandfather's. One of my grandfather's hands clasped Tully's–fingers interlaced. The other hand sported the ring.


I flipped over the photo, looking for an answer.


To the love of my life was scribbled in faded pen in the bottom of the right corner. It was signed, Marlowe.





Chapter Fifty-five


 


I stared at the photo for a long time. I felt confused, but in some weird way, it seemed to make sense.


I had questions. Hundreds of questions.


How could two guys fall in love? Did it happen a lot? Did they get married? Did they feel like I felt for Elsbeth?


And why was my mother so angry at Tully? Was my grandmother jealous of the relationship the two men had in Europe, before he married her, and maybe made my mom feel the same way?


When did Marlowe decide to marry my grandmother? When did he break up with Tully? Was it after the war?


At least now I knew why Tully lived alone in the woods. His heart was broken, but not in the conventional way.


Had my grandfather loved Tully his whole life? Even after he got married?


Had they passed in the streets, looked at each other, and wished life was different?


I turned off the flashlight and stared at the ceiling. I needed to talk to someone about it, but I sure couldn't discuss it with my parents. If I told the twins, I'd be betraying a confidence.


Again, Millie's face rose to my mind's eye. She knew Tully in high school. She must've known about the romance between him and my grandfather. I needed to see her, get her alone, and ask her all my questions.


***


I met the twins the next morning on horseback halfway between my house and theirs. They both looked happy and relaxed, so I figured Mr. Marggrander was still riding a calm wave. Elsbeth wore two candy necklaces, and when she brought Golden Boy up close to Pancho, she slid one off her neck and dangled it toward me.


"Here. This is for you, Gus."


I took it and put it on.


"Try it. It's candy."


"Okay." I bit into one of the candy disks and chewed it up. The elastic string that held the candy snapped back to my neck with the next bite. "Mmm. It's really good. Thanks."


Siegfried clucked to Frisbee to bring him up on my other side. "I already ate mine." His grin was relaxed and his hair was even longer than the last time I saw him. It crept over his ears and the front almost hid his eyes.


I studied it with envy. "Your hair's getting really long."


"Ja. And yours is growing, too."


"Not fast enough."


Elsbeth tugged on my shirt to get my attention. "Gus. Stonybrook was beautiful!"


"Yeah?"


"Uh-huh. We went hiking, and swam in the river, and went over this waterfall."


"What? In a barrel?" I couldn't picture her father letting her go near a waterfall, and pictured Niagara Falls.


"No, silly. It was a little one. Everyone was sliding down it, and we landed in a pool in the bottom."


Siegfried's eyes sparkled. "You have to go there. Honest."


I nodded. "Yeah. Maybe next time?" I wondered if their fascination with the state park had more to do with their father's sudden turnaround than with the majesty of nature.


Elsbeth's eyes bored into mine. "So, is Tully okay? Did you go to the hospital?"


I found it hard not to burst out with everything I'd learned in the last day. I wanted to tell them about the love between Tully and my grandfather, and show them the photo. I ached to have them weigh in on the subject. But I pulled myself together and didn't let on that I'd solved part of the mystery about my mother's behavior. "He's got a huge scar, and Mrs. Brown's gonna take care of him when he gets out."


Sig's brow drew down. "In the cabin? Won't that be hard?"


I nodded. "I'm not sure where. She checked it out yesterday and was kind of wondering the same thing. No electricity, no hot running water, and no fridge."


Elsbeth tilted her head to the side. "Where's Mrs. Brown living now?"


I swatted at a deer fly. "I think she's been staying in a hotel. And I guess she has a house in Washington, DC, too. That's where she was living before she went to the Middle East and got kidnapped. Her husband lived there while he waited for her to come home. Then just before he died, they drove up here to find Tully."


She lifted the reins and moved her palomino into a slow jog. "They need to move in with someone. A nice family who has extra rooms."


I pondered her idea. Of course, the Marggranders' place wouldn't work. They had no extra rooms. And our house was out. As good as my mother had been lately, I didn't think she was up to living with Tully.


I wondered about the Stones. They had two extra bedrooms, and Millie was Tully's oldest friend. If I was staying there, too, when my parents were gone, I could help take care of him.


I shared my thoughts with the twins, and told them about my parents' invitation to the gala at the White House to honor Mrs. Brown.


Elsbeth's eyes sparkled. "You mean they're actually going inside the White House?"


Siegfried eyes bulged. "Mein Gott! They'll probably see the President."


I nodded. "He's coming to the ball, I guess. Neat, huh?"


Elsbeth's smile turned down. "But what about you? Are you going, too?"


I shook my head. "Nah. Kids aren't invited. I'm probably going to stay with Oscar and Millie."


"Oh, good." She flipped her hair over one shoulder. "I would have been way too jealous if you'd gone."


Siegfried trotted up beside her. "Ja. And maybe you might have missed him a little, nicht war?"


A faint blush colored her cheeks. "Maybe." She smiled over her shoulder at me, urging her horse into a slow canter. "Race you to the Ambuscade."





Chapter Fifty-six


 


Sig lay on his stomach on his bed, with his nose in a book. He licked a giant lollypop and had a faraway look in his bright blue eyes. His bedroom felt like a sauna—even with the fan turning from side to side, pushing hot air from corner to corner. I popped another fireball in my mouth, savoring its heat.


Earlier that day, my parents had taken us to the country store, where we filled little brown bags full of penny candy. We'd been sucking on sweets for the past hour. I walked around his room, touching the football curtains, running my hands over his math club trophies, and generally taking it all in. I hadn't been in his room much at all during our friendship, since it had always seemed easier just to hang out at my house. Less nerves, less potential for getting in trouble.


The fireball burned my tongue. I took it out for a minute, then popped it back in and stuck it inside my cheek, moving it from side to side to avoid too much heat in one area.


I ran my fingers over the spines of the math and science books on his bookshelf.  "Sig? Have you read all these?"


He nodded, but didn't stop to look up from The Call of the Wild by Jack London.


Elsbeth bounced into the room and flopped on the bed beside him, poking him in the side. "He's read them all a hundred times. But today he's just a big boring lump. Look at him. He's trying to beat us all by reading all the books on the reading list first."


I joined them on the bed and looked at the clock. "Yeah. I haven't even started my list. I have to get on it." I said the words, but my sugar-laden brain knew I'd wait until the last few weeks of summer and cram them all in. 


Elsbeth rolled onto her back and raised both legs toward the ceiling and back down again with one fluid motion. She smiled sideways at me. "Gus told me he had to escape from his house today."


We'd chatted on the phone earlier, and she'd invited me over after getting permission from her mother. Mr. Marggrander would be in the city at his engineering job until five, so we were safe to laze around for another few hours.


Siegfried put his book down, and turned to me with concern. "What?"


I touched his arm. "It's nothing to worry about. It's just my mother was driving me nuts."


He sat up and gave me his full attention. "What's going on?"


I backed up to the headboard and plumped a few pillows behind me. "She's trying on clothes for the trip."


He rolled his eyes. "Oh."


"She's bought and returned at least a hundred dresses. And every time she gets one, she makes me and my father look at her while she twirls around, walks across the room, sits on the couch, and so on. It's driving me nuts. Today she's shopping for shoes."


Elsbeth giggled. "But it's a gala! She needs to look just perfect. I should've been there. I could help her pick out her gloves and hat and scarves…" Her eyes turned dreamy. She stood and twirled around Sig's bedroom. "Oh, it would be so lovely to go to a ball."


Sig snorted through his nose. "Like Cinderella?"


She stopped mid-twirl and glared at her brother. "Why, yes. Precisely like her."


I put my hands behind my head and looked at the ceiling. "I think she wishes I was a girl instead of a boy. Then she could talk about all this stuff with me every day."


Elsbeth flopped onto the bed again. "Oh, no. I'm sure she's happy to have a son. You can help with all the chores and take care of her when she's old."


"But girls take care of their mothers when they're old, too." Siegfried's comeback earned a grimace from his sister. He smiled an apology to her, and then put his book on the nightstand and walked to the window. "Do you think it will ever cool down? I'll bet it's almost a hundred out there."


My tee shirt stuck to my chest, a testimony to the temperatures. "I'd even take winter now. I'm sick of this darned heat. And I haven't been able to mow the Stones' lawn in weeks. Everything's so dry. I wanted to, but it isn't growing. It's just crunching and turning browner."


Sig nodded in understanding. "Ja, it’s horrible.” He turned and sat back on the bed. “When do your folks leave for D.C.?"


"Day after tomorrow. They're driving down with Mrs. Brown."


Elsbeth turned to me with concern. "What's happening to Mr. Tully while she's gone? Isn't he due out of the hospital soon?"


I got through the hottest layer of my fireball, and finally tasted the sweet inner pink sphere. I'd visited Tully every other day with either my father or Oscar, and had been keeping good tabs on his place and Penni. She'd been very quiet, but I'd seen signs of her several times. "He gets out tomorrow. Mrs. Brown was so worried about him. She was going to put him in some kind of home for a few days, ‘til she got back. But Oscar talked to her, and convinced her to let him and Millie take care of Tully while she's in D.C."


"I'll bet she didn't want to leave him," Elsbeth said. Her eyes grew soft and warm. "I wouldn't want to leave you, Sig, if you had heart surgery."


Her comments made me suddenly think of the twins as old people, with white hair and wrinkles. It was hard to imagine, but I figured Elsbeth would always be loyal to her brother, no matter what.


Siegfried shifted from foot to foot and blushed. "Ja. Danke."


I squinted, seeing something in the distance that didn't make sense. "She said she'd only feel comfortable leaving him with someone like the Stones. And I'll be there, too, so I can help out bringing his tray up and down the stairs and stuff."


I looked closer. Something blue flashed on the far side of the barn. "Sig?"


"Ja?"


"Where are your binoculars?"


"Here. On the bedpost."


"Can I borrow them?"


"Sure." He brought them to me. "What is it?"


"I don't know. But someone's out there."





Chapter Fifty-seven


 


I turned the focus wheels on the binoculars and tried to find the blue blur I'd seen earlier. "I could swear…" I swung the glasses from left to right. I peered over near the barn. The woods. The field. Nothing.


Sig and Elsbeth crowded beside me. Elsbeth tapped my hand. "Let me look?"


I handed them to her and scratched my head. "I saw a blue flash. Like someone running, I think."


Siegfried paled. "My mother's wearing a blue dress today."


Elsbeth moved the glasses higher, toward the hilly woods that separated our properties. With a start, she stared for a moment, and then shrieked. "No!" She unwound the strap from her neck and threw the binoculars on the bed. "Come on. It's Mama."


We raced out of the room, down the stairs, and shot out the door. On the porch, the mail lay scattered in a heap, and the paper lay open to a page about the Auschwitz trials that had been taking place in Frankfurt. The headline read, "Auschwitz Trial: Sixty-six Nazis Receive Life Sentences." Siegfried picked up the paper, exchanged a horrified glance with his twin, and took off for the woods. The paper flew in his wake, wobbling and dancing in the steamy air.


"Come on." Elsbeth reached for my hand, tears streaming down her face. "She read about the trials. It must have brought back the memories."


We ran after Siegfried, flying over the grass side-by-side. Fear for the twins flooded my heart. What will we do when we find her? Will she try to hurt herself? Will she know us?


We raced after Siegfried, past the barn, around the cornfield, and up the trail to the woods that separated their property from my family's land. Sweat streaked down my back and face, blinding me with salty moisture. Elsbeth's dark hair fell half out of her ponytail; she looked as hot as I felt. We barely saw Siegfried's back when he streaked into the woods. Panting hard, we stopped at the opening of the trail to catch our breath.


Elsbeth held back the sobs that threatened. I could see it in her tight lips and half-closed eyes. Her chest heaved with the exertion. "Come on. Auf gehts."


I churned into the woods after her, turning left on the path that circled around the hill. I'd seen a flash of Siegfried's yellow t-shirt seconds earlier, and followed him. With his sixth sense, he'd know where to find his mother. I was sure of it.


In the confusion, my mind buffeted back and forth between turmoil and curiosity. Inappropriately idle thoughts wound through my mind:  Would Penni do a rain dance for us, sending sweet droplets down to cool our blistering skin? Could she talk to Mrs. Marggrander and calm her?


 I wished I knew how to summon Penni. Maybe she could make it storm again, like the time I'd run from the homestead to get help for Tully when he collapsed. And maybe she could make our horses suddenly appear so we could jump astride them and move faster.


I brushed aside the random thoughts and redoubled my effort. After sprinting up the hill and through a white pine grove, we finally saw them. Brigit Marggrander lay on her side, wailing and pounding the ground. Her face—grotesquely red and swollen—reflected pure terror. She held her hands up in defense when Siegfried tried to reach for her. German words streamed from her, too fast and garbled for me to understand. But there was no doubt about her state of mind. She feared her own son as if he were an SS officer. Screaming, she pushed back from him, crying and warding off imaginary blows with waving arms.


"Nein!" She scurried backwards into a pricker bush, her arms and legs quickly dotted with blood where the thorns scratched her skin.


"Mama!" Elsbeth streaked to her mother's side and crouched a few feet away. Mrs. Marggrander yelled, again incomprehensible words in German.


I followed, wanting to help with a desperate, childlike flicker of hope. "She doesn't know you."


Siegfried held a hand up to silence me, focusing on his mother and speaking in soothing tones in her native language. His voice—soft and fluid—must have mesmerized her, because after a few minutes, she let him take her hand. It seemed as if they'd done this before. Elsbeth watched and waited, and as if on cue, she scooted to her mother's other side and began her own flow of soft and soothing words. Mrs. Marggrander's face gradually relaxed, although she still looked from one to the other as if unsure where she was or who they were.


In English now, Siegfried continued. "Mama. It's us. You're safe. You're in America. Safe now. No one can hurt you."


A fresh wave of tears escaped his mother's eyes. "Nein!"


Elsbeth stood and came to my side. Her voice shook. "She's not responding."


I nodded. "Does she usually?"


"Ja. After a few minutes. She ‘wakes' and knows who we are."


Torn with uncertainty, I shifted from one leg to the other. "Should I call your father?"


Fear claimed her face. "A doctor would be better. Papa thinks we should hide this. He doesn't want people to know. But she's never been so bad."


"I can call my mother. She'll know what to do."


She grabbed at the imaginary lifeline. "Ja. Okay. Please."


Siegfried chanced a glance at me. "Ja. Schnell, Gus. Bitte."


I gave Elsbeth a quick hug, which earned me a faltering smile. "I'll be back as soon as I can."


The trip down the hill was easier; although by the time I reached the house I felt I'd die of thirst. I grabbed the black rotary phone in the living room and called home.


Pick up, Mum. Pick up!


"Hello?"


"Mum. We need help."


"Gus? What's wrong?"


I launched into an explanation, but wasn't very clear.


"Brigit's where? In the woods?"


"She read about the trials in Germany. You know, the Nazis. It set her off and she went crazy. She doesn't even recognize the twins."


"Good Lord. I'll be right over."


"You need to call Doc."


She hesitated for a split second. "You're sure she needs him? You know how private they are about these things."


"Mum. I'm positive. She can't stop crying, and she looks real scared."


I'd finally convinced her. "Right. Your father has the car, so I'll call the doctor, then cut through the cornfield. It'll be quicker."


Relieved she finally believed me and understood the urgency of the situation, I hung up, and then stuck my head under the kitchen tap to drink my fill of cool water. Sig's canteen hung on the back of the door. I grabbed it and filled it to the brim. They'd all need water by the time I got there. With thumping heart, I shrugged out of my soaking t-shirt and raced back to the cornfield to wait for my mother.





Chapter Fifty-eight


 


I pushed a pile of peas around my plate and glanced over at Siegfried and Elsbeth, who stared at their laps.


My mother clucked with sympathy, and tried once again to reassure them. "Doc Henderson says your mother just needs a rest. Reading about the trial and all just set her off. He says the shock of it brought back her old memories."


Elsbeth poked her fork into a sausage and rolled it around. "It's happened before, Mrs. LeGarde. But not this bad."


My mother rose, walked around the table, and rested her hands on the twins' shoulders. "Everything's going to be okay. I'm sure of it."


Although I was starving, I felt weird eating. It was almost eight o'clock at night, three hours past our usual dinnertime. I put my fork down and tried to hear what my father was saying on the phone in the kitchen, but he kept his voice low.


He hung up and rejoined us. "That was your father, twins. He's going to stay up at the hospital for the night. They'll reassess your mother's condition in the morning." He took his seat at the head of the table and flicked his napkin open. "Would you two mind bunking with us tonight?"


Siegfried still looked listlessly at his plate. Elsbeth answered for him. "Ja, that would be fine. Thank you for your kindness, Mr. LeGarde."


How did she remember her manners at a time like this? I'd be lucky if I could put two words together, were I in her place.


"It's all settled then. Siegfried, you'll sleep with Gus. And Elsbeth, you can have the guest room."


My mother smiled, turning to Sig. "Honey. You don't have to eat if you don't want to. I know it's not very fancy. We didn't have much time to make a nice meal."


Siegfried looked at her wounded eyes. "Danke, Mrs. LeGarde. It looks good. It's just I'm not very hungry."


I never thought I'd hear him say those words. But I understood. I put my napkin beside my plate. "Maybe we could just go up and get them settled in, Mum?"


She smiled and reached down to hug first Elsbeth, then Sig. "Of course. Is that what you two want?"


A slight nod came from Siegfried, and a half-smile from Elsbeth.


"Okay, then. Gus, you know where the guest towels and extra toothbrushes are. Give Siegfried your blue pajamas, and I'll lay out one of your father's clean t-shirts for Elsbeth. It'll work fine as a nightgown."


We scraped back our chairs and plodded upstairs. As sad as I was for my friends, I felt a chill of excitement about having them both sleep over. I knew they'd be starving in an hour or so, and I'd already planned to make them huge peanut butter and jelly sandwiches on Wonder Bread. I figured we could read comics together to try to take their minds off it, and Sig and I could talk in my bed by the light of the moon. With a sense of great responsibility, I helped them find the things they needed for bed.


***


Elsbeth appeared in my bedroom doorway with my father's t-shirt slung over her arm. "Is it okay if I take a bath, Gus? I'm so sweaty and hot."


She looked wrung out. I jumped up from the floor where I'd been picking up my jacks and marbles, trying to neaten it up a little.


"Sure. Come on, I'll show you where everything is."


I was a little embarrassed that I had my own bathroom. It seemed like something you'd find in a rich person's house. The main bath in the hall near my parents' was the one they used, but I figured she'd feel weird taking a bath if they might need to use it.


"Thanks, Gus." There were no more polite pretenses, now that it was just us. Her voice showed her true state: deflated, soft, and simply exhausted.


I led her into the blue and white bathroom and opened the door beneath the sink. "This is my secret stash." I handed her the bubble soap. "Don't tell anyone, okay?"


She took it without a smile. "I won't."


"Here. Let me help you." I started the water in the tub, adjusted it to a warm temperature, and added three squirts of bubbles. "That should do it. And you can use these white towels. They're clean."


"Danke."


I backed out of the room and closed the door, then heard her click the lock. For a brief moment, my mind wandered places it shouldn't go. I tried to squash the inappropriate thoughts. How could I think of things like that at a time like this? Especially when she was hurting so badly? I shrugged and tried to focus on Siegfried.


"Wanna read comics?"


He walked to one side of the bed and sat in his boxer shorts. "I'm so hot."


I realized with a start that I hadn't turned the fan on. He was right. It was oppressively hot in the room. "Here. You can have the best side of the bed, near the window. I'll get it cooled off in here in a jiffy." I turned the fan on high, asking him to get up while I pushed the bed closer to the window. "See?"


"Danke. I think I'll just lie down, if that's okay." He flopped onto the bed and turned away from me, on his side.


I stripped down to my boxers, too. It was too hot for pajamas. I lay down beside him. "Want me to turn out the light?"


I could barely see his head move in agreement. "Okay."


We listened to the sound of the water running in the bathroom, and let the fan dry our perspiration. My feet itched. I wiggled them and rubbed them against each other. Sig stayed facing away from me. I ached to reach out to him, to comfort him. "Buddy?"


He grunted.


I sat up on one elbow. "You okay?"


"Nein."


"That was a stupid question. Sorry."


I suffered through a long pause.


After a minute, he whispered. "It's okay."


"Your mother will be okay. You'll see."


Another pause.


I tried again. "You know that, right? She just has to get over this."


He finally turned toward me, his eyes filled with pain. "What if she doesn't get over it this time? What if I never see her again?"


"Oh, no. No way. She'll get the best help, and you'll see. She'll be home in no time."


"But what if she has to stay in that place for more than a few days? We can't stay here. Your parents are leaving the day after tomorrow."


"It's no biggie. You'll just come with me to the Stones." I sounded confident about it, but hoped they wouldn't mind having three extra kids and a sick old man stay at their house.


"You're sure? My father has to go to work during the day, and probably will want to be with my mother in the evenings."


"Sure I'm sure. Your father has his hands full. He doesn't need to worry about you guys, too." I figured the twins might feel better out of their father's way during this crisis, anyway. He was probably having to face his own fears about people "knowing." I didn't understand the shame of it. Mrs. Marggrander had been through Hell and back as a young woman, and it still bothered her. Where was the shame in that?


"Gus?"


"Yeah?"


"Danke."


"You're welcome."


Elsbeth cracked open the bathroom door and sneaked past us with a towel around her hair and my father's t-shirt billowing around her slim body. "Night, guys."


We both answered. "Night."


I finally fell asleep with Shadow's head on my feet and to the sound of Siegfried's soft snoring.





Chapter Fifty-nine


 


It was a tight fit, but we all moved in with the Stones two days later, including my beagle, who acted as though he'd lived there his whole life. Doctor Henderson said Mrs. Marggrander needed some intense therapy, and he recommended she stay in the hospital for a few weeks. Nobody liked the idea, but even Mr. Marggrander agreed that it sounded like the right thing to do. I knew what they were talking about, because after last summer when I discovered the waterlogged body of Sharon Adamski in the weeds beneath a Maine lake, I'd needed therapy, too. I'd stopped going last spring, but realized that it really could help you when bad things happened.


Millie's heart melted when she saw the twins' woebegone faces, and Oscar and I went to work taking care of Tully. Somehow, the house didn't seem crowded after a few hours of adjusting. As luck would have it, William had been invited camping with a friend. His cast was off, and he would be canoeing in the Adirondacks for the next two weeks. It was a huge relief, because I worried he'd pick on me in front of the twins.


Siegfried and I took his room, Elsbeth settled into the little room under the eaves in the attic, and Tully was moved into the guest room.


He was already up there when we arrived, with pill bottles, books on heart health, and several sets of new pajamas folded neatly on the table by the window. Eudora had arranged for a nurse to come check on him every day, and the woman was due for a visit in a few minutes.


I sat with Tully in his room, watching Penni flip open a magazine and occasionally lift the curtains.


"She's bored," Tully said. His complexion had improved and a bright light shone from his eyes. He looked almost like his old self.


"Yeah." I sat back in the chair by the bed and closed Huck Finn. Why was it so hard to read aloud, and so easy to read to yourself?


Tully grunted. "I think Penni needs to go home now."


I sat up and stretched my legs. "To your house?"


"No. To join her brother and family."


It took me a few minutes, but I finally got it. "Oh. You mean to Heaven?"


"Right. She needs to pass on to the happy hunting grounds."


"But how?"


Tully scratched his beard. "I'm not so sure. I need to think about it."


"I'll bet she's happy we finally figured out the truth about the Ambuscade."


"Oh, she is. It's been torturing her all these years. Hundreds of years. Poor little thing."


"She wasn't so little, Mr. Tully. She was a teenager."


He chuckled. "When you're looking back from my age, boy, anything under forty looks little."


A rustle from the hall caught my attention. Tully rolled his eyes. "Oh, God. She's here."


A husky woman with gray hair marched into the room. "Well, how are we today, Mr. Tully?"


His eyes rolled even farther this time. "We are just fine, Mrs. Butler."


She ignored his sarcasm and whipped a thermometer back and forth in the air. "Let's take your temperature." When she got the mercury down, she thrust it under his tongue and stared at her watch. "Three minutes. Now breathe through your nose."


I sat and watched him fume. He did as she said, but hated it. Three minutes felt like a year.


"There we go. Good. Ninety-eight point six. You're doing just fine."


With a familiarity that seemed almost intrusive, she reached down to roll up his pajama sleeve. "Here we go. Blood pressure time." She pumped the cuff up until I thought he'd burst like a balloon.


"That's too tight." He grimaced and squirmed.


"Now, just lay still. You're such a grump, Mr. Tully." She listened with a stethoscope and looked at her watch. "Okay. Good. Now the other side."


"Why?" He muttered and grumbled while she repeated the action on his left arm. "Isn't one reading enough for you?"


She laughed. "Oh, Mr. Tully. You know we need to see if your heart's pumping well on both sides. Now. Have you moved your bowels today?"


My face grew red. Why did she have to ask such an embarrassing question?


He grumbled again. "Good God, woman. Why do you need to know?"


"Just answer the question, dear."


"Oh, good Lord. Yes. Yes. I pooped today."


I got up and walked to the window, barely stifling a laugh.


"And have we been doing our constitutional?"


I thought she meant something about going to the bathroom again, but when he answered, I figured it out.


"Yes. I walked for fifteen minutes yesterday, with the cane. I went out back, to that group of trees there. And back again."


She peered out the window. "Oh. Very nice! You're coming along well, Mr. Tully."


"I know." A small smile appeared, disappearing in a second. He winked at me.


"All righty, then. Do you need me to change your sheets?" She bustled around the room, adjusting this and that.


"Hell, no. I just got here yesterday."


She wagged a finger in his face. "Language, Mr. Tully. There's a child present."


"I'm not a child. I'm twelve."


A laugh burst from Tully.


She stiffened and huffed a little. "Well, I guess you two men are all set, then."


Tully looked contrite. "Thank you, Mrs. Butler."


She melted. "Oh, for Heaven's sakes. You're welcome."


We watched her swish out of the room, smiling at each other.


"Time for my walk, Gus. Wanna come?"


"Sure." I hadn't told him yet about what I'd read on the back of the picture. I'd been waiting to get him alone before I came clean. "I have something to tell you, anyway."


He moved his legs to the side of the bed, heaving himself upright. "My cane. Over there."


I grabbed it and pushed it into his hand. "There you go."


"Okay. Day two. Walking hurts like hell, but they say the more I do, the faster I'll get back to my own house."


"After you," I said. I followed him downstairs and helped him hobble around my sleeping dog and out toward the grove in the back of the property.





Chapter Sixty


 


Tully and I sat on two white iron benches under the willows in the grove. A squirrel chattered overhead, leaping from branch to branch with a walnut in his mouth. The trees shaded the spot and cooled it down at least ten degrees. I found a little rubber ball nestled in the grass on the way out and tossed it up and down in one hand, enjoying the shade of the glen.


Tully closed his eyes and leaned back against a trunk. "Okay, son. What's been eating you?"


It took me a few false starts, but I finally spilled the story about the photo. I told him how I'd tried to hide it from his sister, how it ended up in my jeans pocket, how I tried to keep it from my mother by putting it under my pillow, and how my curiosity finally got the better of me.


He kept his eyes closed the whole time. I wondered if it made him feel better to be protected from me somehow. Sometimes during a sleepover, Sig and I would talk about really personal stuff in the dark. It seemed easier.


"I'm really sorry I looked," I said.


"So. The truth is out." He sighed. "How do you feel about it?"


I tented my fingers and thought about it. "Well, at first it was kind of weird. But now I think I get it. Sort of."


"Some people think it's a sickness. I won't pretend they don't, Gus."


"Really? Why?"


"Because they don't understand. To me, it was the most natural thing in the world. I fell in love with Marlowe as a boy, and my affection never wavered, up until the day he died in my arms after saving Eudora and me from that fever. He was my destiny. And I'll never regret a moment of it."


"Wow."


He opened one eye. "Yeah. 'Wow' about covers it."


"But I thought your sister didn't know about it? You said you didn't want her to find out."


"It's still true. She was sleeping when he died. She never saw us holding hands or anything like that."


"Oh."


"I'm just afraid after losing her husband, and being kidnapped all those years, that it would be too much for her to absorb."


"Huh."


He chuckled. "What's that mean?"


"I think you should tell her. Maybe not now. But sometime. She deserves to know."


He thought about it for a while. "You're a pretty smart kid. Anybody ever tell you that?"


I laughed. "Not really. I get good grades, but it's just expected of me. It's not hard. I don't really study much."


"God gave you a good memory, huh?"


"I guess." I rubbed an itchy spot on my nose. "Do I really have my grandfather's nose?"


With a winsome smile, he leaned over and tapped the side of my nose. "You do, my boy. It's clearly a Marlowe Wright nose. And don't forget the eyes. He had the same hazel eyes."


I smiled and looked up to the leaves overhead, picturing my grandfather watching us. "Neat."


"Time to head back, then." He moaned and groaned, but got to his feet. His cane shook, and it seemed to hurt him more to move now.


"Let me help you, Mr. Tully." I put my shoulder under his arm. "Here we go."


He stopped and looked down at me. "You're a good boy, Gus LeGarde. Your grandfather would be damned proud of you."


I had a million more questions I wanted to ask him, but held back. "Come on. It's getting close to dinnertime. I told Millie we'd shell peas."


"We?"


"Sure. I figured you've got nothing else to do."


A raucous laugh burst from him. "You're right, boy. Let's go."


We walked slowly back to the house under the glare of the late afternoon sun.





Chapter Sixty-one


 


The next day, after bringing us up the hill to feed our animals at both houses, Oscar drove the twins to the hospital to visit their mother. I hadn't realized she was staying at Stark Lodge, the mental hospital, until I heard Oscar mention it while on the phone with Mr. Marggrander. I'd pictured her at the same hospital I'd been after the fire. But I'd been wrong. Dead wrong. She was stuck in that place with all those disturbed people, the ones who people called "loonies." It scared me to think of the twins' mother up there.


At two in the afternoon, after I'd walked Tully to the grove and back, and after he'd fallen asleep, Millie collared me to help snap green beans. We’d worked on buckets full of peas the day before, and now it was onto the beans.


We sat alone together on the front porch, on the metal glider with the ripped vinyl cushions, each with a giant mound of beans in a bowl on our laps, with two bowls between us—one for the stems and one for the snapped beans.


"I haven't cooked for such a large crew since I was a young girl. It's nice of you to help me, Gus." She bent over her bowl, methodically going through the pile.


Roses climbed up the trellises and perfumed the air with a sweet spicy scent. Shadow lay by my feet, snoozing.


She looked up at me with a dreamy expression. "Do you remember when you were a little boy, and I babysat for you?"


"Sure. I mean, kinda."


"What's your earliest memory of us?"


I looked into the distance and thought back to my childhood. "I think I was about two. I remember running with you under sheets blowing on the line, and laughing as I held your hand. You used to say something about the wind."


"Really? You remember that far back?"


"Uh-huh."


"You were two and a half. Your folks went up to Maine to help your grandfather LeGarde when he broke his ankle. And the game we used to play was ‘Don't Let the Wind Catch You.' I took your little hand and we'd run and laugh and try to outrun the wind." She looked at me over the tops of her spectacles. "Remember?"


"I do." I laughed out loud. "It was a blast." I picked up a handful of beans and thought about my childhood. Millie and Oscar had always been a part of my life.


"Millie?" I stopped snapping and stared at her, wishing she could read my mind and just answer all my questions.


"Yes, dear?"


"I know about Tully and my grandfather."


She looked sideways at me, then back at her bowl. "I know. Zak told me."


"He did?"


"Yes."


"Will you tell me the details now? You said someday, remember?"


She stopped for a moment, looked across the yard to the drifts of orange daylilies that decorated both sides of the road, and set aside her bowl. "All right. Since I have Zak's permission to discuss it with you, I guess it's okay. What do you want to know, dear?"


"Everything. But mostly why my mother is so upset about Tully."


She stretched her legs out and smoothed the lap of her flowered housedress. "I think she was influenced by your grandmother, Sarah."


I ran my fingers through the beans in my bowl. "I figured as much."


"Sarah married Marlowe after he graduated from med school. But it wasn't your traditional arrangement, don't-you-know. Marlowe was very fond of her, but he told her the truth—that he loved Tully."


"Really? He told her right in the beginning?"


"Yes. And Sarah loved him so much that she said she'd help him get over it, she'd be the best wife in the world to him, and make him love her just as much."


"Did he?"


"Oh, he was very, very fond of Sarah. He tried to be a good husband to her."


"Why couldn't Tully and my grandfather just be together? Why'd he even get married to my grandmother in the first place?"


"He knew he'd never be able to practice medicine in our small community without being married and appearing 'normal.'"


"That's so dumb. Why?"


"Well, because people are prejudiced against anyone who's a little different. Whether it's skin color, or which sex they are attracted to… it scares them. And they tell each other that people like Tully and Marlowe are 'sick.'" She shook her head in disgust. "It's so ridiculous. I never knew two healthier men than those dear fellows."


"I think Tully's mother thought he was sick. She said something in the journal about it."


"Probably so. Such a shame. So Tully felt he had to hide it all those years."


"Is that why they went to Europe?"


"Partly, yes. Things were a lot freer over there. Apparently Zak and Marlowe had a great romance in Europe, were finally able to be liberated."


"Mr. Roberts went, too. Didn't he feel left out?"


"Well, poor Mr. Roberts never found anyone to love. So sad. But your grandfather and Zak waited until he went home before they professed their love for each other. It happened in Switzerland, so they told me."


"Did they see each other after my grandfather married Sarah?"


"Well, only as friends, of course. Your grandfather made a vow to your grandmother, and he wouldn't break that. But the two men still loved each other so much it hurt. At least that's what Zak used to tell me."


"It's so sad." I'd stopped snapping beans a while back. Even if Tully and my grandfather weren't considered "normal," I felt bad for them. They'd lost something very special, the chance to spend their lives with each other.


"It was sad. When they'd pass each other on the street, I could see the terrible sadness and longing in their eyes."


"Did everyone know?"


She shook her head. "No. Just me. And Sarah, your grandma. It was a well-kept secret."


"Tell me more about what happened when Tully's parents got sick."


"Well, I told you a little about that already. Marlowe insisted on taking his bag and moving in with them, in spite of the risks. He had a terrible fight with Sarah just before he went, saying it was his duty. She, of course, said he was only doing it because of Tully."


"It was probably both, I'll bet." I picked up a bean and listlessly turned it in my fingers.


"It was a tragedy when Mr. and Mrs. Tully died. They were wonderful folks. Real adventurous and full of life. But your grandfather saved Zak and Eudora, which was a miracle in those days. He stayed up all night long, applying compresses and using poultices he made from scratch from herbs in the fields. He worked very, very hard to save those two."


"But then he got sick, right?"


"Indeed. Zak told me he tried to nurse Marlowe back to health the way he'd done for them, but it was to no avail. Poor Marlowe got sicker and sicker. After a few weeks, he passed away."


"Wow."


"Your grandmother went berserk with grief and anger. And I guess it influenced your mother, too. She didn't see the other side of the issue. How could she? All she knew was her daddy died for Zak, and didn't come home to them."


"But he saved Mrs. Brown, too. It wasn't just Tully."


"True. But in grief, people form some strange opinions. I'm sure Sarah and Gloria felt real anger, and Zak was a convenient target."


"It's not fair. But I guess I can see how they felt."


She touched my hand with her gnarled fingers. "You're a good boy, Gus. And I know you'll grow up to be an exceptional man. You have a pure heart, and a clear mind."


"I do?" Her kind words embarrassed me. I picked up a bean and snapped it. "Thanks for answering my questions, Millie. It was driving me nuts."


She started working on her pile again, too. "It's okay, honey. I'm just glad you can handle all this mature subject matter."


"I didn't tell the twins."


"That's good. They're too young."


"I know."


She pointed to the road, where a dust cloud followed Oscar's car down the hill. "Here they come. We'd better hurry up. I've lots of cooking to do."


We both bent our heads over our bowls with fingers flying, and by the time the twins hopped out of the car, we'd finished.





Chapter Sixty-two


 


When Siegfried trotted up the porch steps, the spring in his step told me all. Elsbeth followed behind, swinging hands with Oscar and laughing at something he said. They'd spent a lot of time together over the past few days, mostly in the garden. The hours in the sun had helped her heal, but now the renewed sparkle in her eyes made my heart skip a beat. She looked like herself again, stepping lightly, spirits soaring. Glossy curls bouncing on her shoulders. Melodic voice filling the air with music.


I jumped up to greet them. "How'd it go?"


Siegfried's smile stretched from ear to ear. "She knew us, Gus."


Elsbeth hopped on the railing and swung her legs back and forth. "Ja! She seems like her old self."


Millie clucked at them as if they were little chicks. "Oh, my dears. I'm so happy to hear she's doing better."


Oscar took his hat off and clapped it against his leg. A dust cloud rose from the fabric. "She's much better. They say she'll be home by the end of the week."


I sat back on the glider. "We should celebrate," I said. "Could we have a campfire tonight, Millie? Oscar?"


Millie looked at her husband, who smiled and shrugged. "I don't see why not."


A voice came from behind us. "I hope I'm invited." Tully leaned against the doorjamb.


Elsbeth leapt to take his hands in hers. "Oh, Mr. Tully. Of course you're invited! And Penni, too."


Millie raised an eyebrow in Oscar's direction. I knew she'd heard about Penni, but hadn't quite decided if she believed in her yet.


Tully shuffled forward and lowered himself to a folding chair near the wall. "Ah. That feels good."


I pushed aside a lock of hair that nearly obscured my vision and leaned forward. "Maybe tonight can be the night we set her free." I warmed to the idea and jumped up, striding up and down the porch. "She needs to be released. And a freeing ceremony is exactly what might do it."


Siegfried tilted his head. "Hmm. We could each say our piece to her. Maybe write a poem for her."


Elsbeth piped up. "I'll sing her a song."


Tully chuckled, looking a bit embarrassed. But Oscar and Millie didn't look sideways at him or scoff. They simply listened. He stroked his long white beard and pointed back at the grove. "I think that would be the perfect spot."


Oscar rubbed both hands together. "Then it's settled. We'll have a campfire, with marshmallows and hotdogs."


Millie's eyebrows shot up. "Excuse me, Mister Stone! I have a nice dinner planned. Turkey, baked potatoes, yellow squash, and green beans." She held up the bowl full of snapped beans as if to prove her statement. "And lemon meringue pie."


Oscar waved his hat in a grand gesture and bowed to her. "My dear. Forgive me. Of course we'll first enjoy your lovely dinner, and the children can toast marshmallows later. Will that meet with your approval?"


Millie milked it for all it was worth. "Well, I suppose. But I'd really like to have Elsbeth play us a few pieces before you turn them over to the wild night. A little music to soothe our souls."


Elsbeth brightened. "Ja. Okay. But I'll have to practice. Excuse me." Without waiting for our reaction, she darted inside and in seconds, lovely music wafted out the windows and screen door. It was the Chopin nocturne I'd been hoping to learn over the summer. The way things were going, I'd never learn it. Especially not with Elsbeth's skill.


Oscar herded us all indoors. "All right. We have a plan. When's dinner, Lady?"


Millie smoothed back her curls and smiled at her husband. "Five sharp. Concert at six. And after that, the night is yours, you wild heathens." Her eyes twinkled as she limped into the kitchen with the beans under one arm.


Tully moved slowly into the living room to listen to Elsbeth. I grabbed Siegfried's arm. "Come on. Let's go figure out what we're going to say tonight at the ceremony."


His eyes lit up. "Ja. Auf gehts. I have some ideas already."


He raced up the stairs, and I followed, two steps behind him.





Chapter Sixty-three


 


Elsbeth dressed up for the concert after dinner, wearing a dress Millie produced from the attic. Pale lavender layers of stiff crinkly material puffed up the skirt, which came to her knees. The bodice featured the same material, but it was silkier with appliqués of small purple flowers, encircled with a white satin bow tied around her waist in the back. She wore a touch of pale pink lipstick. A white silk headband fastened her mass of dark curls.


My heart skipped a beat when she entered the room where Oscar, Tully, and I sat on the couch, waiting. She stood beside Millie, with her hands folded in front of her and her eyes downcast. She looked like my very own angel, and all I could think about was kissing her soft pink lips.


Millie turned to us, all smiles. "Tonight I'd like to introduce my star pupil, Miss Elsbeth Marggrander. She's worked hard to perfect a series of Chopin pieces. I know you'll enjoy them." She moved behind Elsbeth and placed her hands on her shoulders. "I wore this dress as a young woman at my fifth grade piano recital, and kept it in case I had my own little girl someday. The Lord blessed me with just one child, so now know I was meant to keep it for dear Elsbeth."


We clapped when Millie sat down in the armchair near the fireplace, and Elsbeth slid onto the piano bench. 


The music washed over me, weaving through my heart and mind with melancholy melodies that made me feel like crying and shouting for joy at the same time. I knew the pieces from Elsbeth's recital, and savored every one, note by note. I watched her dainty fingers fly over the keyboard, her hair cascade over her shoulders and almost touch the ivories, her body sway with the melody. And I knew, then and there, that I would marry her someday.


Tully seemed mesmerized, with his eyes closed and a smile on his lips. Oscar watched attentively, nodding to the beat. Siegfried grinned with pride. And Millie simply beamed and tapped her fingers to the music.


Elsbeth played for a half hour, without a break. When it was over, even Tully rose to his feet to applaud. Penni showed up just at the end, and floated around the room making all of Millie's crystal prisms on the girandoles wobble and tinkle. Millie watched them move—with no other hands nearby—and turned a shade whiter than her usual milky complexion.


Penni improvised with the prisms, having apparently enjoyed making her own "music" from them, and for a full five minutes after the recital, she shot light from one to the other, reflecting and refracting beams from mirror, to cabinet glass, to other prisms, and back again. It was as if she were doing her own recital, but with light. Pink, green, blue, and yellow lights danced about the room, reflected in Elsbeth's dark eyes, and glancing off Oscar's glasses. Rainbow patterns appeared on the wall and ceiling, floating higher and overlapping until the patterns were so sensational, it almost hurt to look at them.


When it was over, Millie stood and bowed her head. "That, I assume, was Penni." She looked up at the ceiling and around the room at no one in particular. "Thank you, dear, for a lovely show."


Oscar watched with amusement. I still wondered why he was so unaffected by the appearance of a ghost in his house. He took it all in stride, and when it was over, clapped his hands. "I think Penni is ready for her ceremony."


Tully chuckled. "She is, but she's just getting warmed up. Wait 'til we go outside."


Siegfried and I bolted upstairs to grab our papers and props. Elsbeth slipped away to change. Tully followed Oscar out to the grove, and we all met outside just as the crickets started their evening chorus.





Chapter Sixty-four


 


We sat in a circle of chairs around the fire pit. Oscar fed it with logs and twigs and it roared high in the sky, cinders flying into the darkening heavens like fiery butterflies, twitching this way and that as the wind spiraled them higher and higher. Oscar had sprayed the ground around the fire with the garden hose, so the risk of anything catching fire was low. He also had several big buckets of water ready to go, in case he had to dash out the fire in a hurry.


Millie covered her shoulders with an afghan and huddled beneath it as if she were cold. But I didn’t understand, because I sat between Elsbeth and Sig in my shorts and t-shirt, perfectly comfortable. Earlier, I'd stashed my knapsack beneath my chair with gifts I wanted to donate to Penni. Elsbeth had changed into her pajamas, which made me smile. She said they were more comfortable than anything else she had at the house. Pink and soft, they made her look about five years old. She held the sash that had been around her waist earlier and waved it back and forth in the night air. Its soft fabric glanced against her cheek, whispering a silky message. I watched with bated breath. It was almost too much to handle, and I had to look away for a few seconds to regain my composure.


Oscar cut willow branches for us to toast marshmallows on after the ceremony. He stripped the leaves and stacked them up against a wide tree trunk. "Who's going first? And by the way, does anyone know if Penni's here?"


Tully stood, balancing on the arm of his lawn chair. "I'll call her." He closed his eyes, threw his head back, and hummed a long, low, mournful note. In seconds, a breeze swirled through the willows overhead, swaying long branches and trickling leaves over us like a soft rain. The leaves pattered onto our faces and bodies and fluttered to the ground. Magic crackled through the air. Penni swirled the leaves in serpentine patterns around our feet.


Millie looked up and laughed. Leaves slid through her fingers and swirled around her body. "Oh, my." She looked like a young woman, her worry lines vanished, and she seemed carefree as a child.


Oscar nodded as if he expected no less from Penni. "She's here, all right."


Elsbeth jumped from her seat and twirled around the fire, arms uplifted and pajama pants riding high on her calves. The sash sailed high above her, trailing in an undulating wave of white satin. "Penni. We gather here tonight to send you on your way to your great journey. We want you to be free to travel to the land of your gods, where there are no worries or fears." She began to sing a song that sounded more like a Chopin mazurka than a children's song, but the words were all hers, filled with hope, and dreams, and sweetness. When she was done, she placed a necklace on the stones around the fire pit. "I give you this crystal heart, which my mother gave to me. I hope it mends your heart and helps you fly safely to Heaven."


Tully opened his eyes, smiled at Elsbeth, and leaned back in his seat. He spoke with a singsong rhythm. "Welcome, Penaki, Indian princess and lifelong friend." He folded his hands across his chest and made a small bow. "We've cherished our time with you, dear one. But now we know it's time for you to be released. Be free, young spirit, and fly to your loved ones in the sky." He closed his eyes again and let his head drop to his chest. I watched to be sure he wasn't hurting, but he breathed evenly and seemed okay.


Oscar waited a few minutes to see if Tully was done, then stood and held a paper in front of him. "Penaki. This document I hold in my hands is the preamble to my new book, which will be the first accurate account of what happened in 1779 at the location we now know as the Ambuscade. I promise to vindicate you and your brother, to document your part in history, and to place the blame squarely on the shoulders of the man who led his troops to their death. I dedicate my book to you and your brother, who will remain heroes in the eyes of all who read of this event in all the years to come."


Sparks flew from the fire, higher now, spinning in a way that seemed more like a soft twisted ice cream than hot flames. I nodded to Siegfried, who rose and stood solemnly before the fire.


He closed his eyes, stretched his arms, and spoke softly. "Penaki. I wish to thank you for allowing each of us to connect with you from the great beyond. Your presence here has taught us much about the frailty of life, and has proven beyond a shadow of a doubt that life does exist after death. Your kindness, humor, and playfulness have made me a better person. I wish you happiness in your new realm."


I looked at Sig with surprise. He sounded more like an adult than an eleven-year-old boy. But his face was so serious, I knew he meant every word. The science-loving part of his brain had been fascinated by the phenomenon of Penni from the beginning.


I asked Millie if she wanted to say anything. She just smiled and shook her head. "No, dear. I'm just thrilled to witness Penni's magic."


I took my bag from beneath the chair. I'd thought long and hard about this ceremony, well before we came to stay with the Stones. I'd planned to use the items I brought weeks beforehand, and had packed them for the visit, hoping since we were all together that we could accomplish the freeing of Penni's tortured soul. With a flourish, I unbuckled it and lay open the flap.


"Dear Penni. You've been more than a friend this summer. You've helped on two occasions, once when Mr. Tully fell through the floor, and the other when he had a heart attack and he and Oscar were almost killed in the fire. For that, we thank you from the bottom of our hearts." I placed a seashell from Onset on the largest rock, next to Elsbeth's necklace. "I give you this shell to wish you peaceful living, to sing you songs of the sea, and to give you a smooth ride if you hit troubled waters."


I stood for a minute with my head on my chest and my eyes closed. Next, I drew out a feather from my bag. "This feather fell from a red tailed hawk." I stroked it between my fingers, enjoying the soft down on the bottom. "I give you this feather to help you fly fast and sure to the land of your fathers. May it give you strength and power."


Last of all, I brought out a heart-shaped ashtray I made in school the year before. Nobody that I knew even smoked, but ashtrays were in vogue when I took the art class, so I made one. "And I give you this heart, filled with flower petals, to heal the hurt you suffered in your last days on this earth." I took the daylilies and sweet peas I'd picked earlier from the bag, and systematically stripped the petals from the stems, dropping them one by one into the ashtray. "May these gifts from my heart to yours help you on your journey to the afterlife."


The breeze freshened, whipping the fire higher. I backed up and plopped into my chair. The heat intensified. In the middle of the yellow and red flames, an image formed. Penni, flickering in the heat, rose to show herself. She stood full height, her image wavering in the blaze, a strong, young, beautiful woman with a deerskin dress, bare legs, and necklaces made of natural seeds and pods. Her hair lay in braids on her shoulders, plaited with pretty colored beads. But it was her eyes that mesmerized me–soulful, dark, pools of anguish mixed with joy.


Elsbeth squeaked and clapped. Millie's eyes widened with delight. Tully looked as if Jesus had appeared to him, and Oscar and Siegfried simply froze and stared. It pleased me that she'd shown herself to my friends, since I'd been the only one to witness her manifestations before. Now they'd know exactly what I meant. And they'd believe me.


A song rose from the trees and woods around us, as if there were speakers placed at strategic locations. In her native language, Penni sang to us. I guessed it was the saga of her life, but we'll never know for sure. In her own way, however, Penni spoke to us all that evening. We knew in our hearts what she'd suffered, without knowing the exact meaning of her words.


When the song was over, she spun in a circle, locking eyes with each of us to say goodbye, and in one huge torrent of power, the fire collapsed on itself and went out. Coals smoldered on the ground; just a wisp of smoke remained.


Tully's shoulders shook. He put a hand over his eyes to hide his emotion. He'd known her longest and would feel her loss the most. Someday, I'd have to ask him when she appeared in his life. Was it when my grandfather died, when he needed comfort? Elsbeth went to him, sat on his lap, and laid her head on his chest. "It'll be okay, Mr. Tully. You have us, now."


A lump formed in my throat. I watched her give him solace, and the simple act of her kindness made my heart swell.


After a few minutes of still silence, the peepers resumed their nighttime noises. Oscar cleared his throat and stood. "Well. Perhaps tonight's not the night for marshmallows, since our fire’s gone. I think I'll turn in." He doused the orange coals with three pails of water, offering a hand to Millie. They linked arms and slowly shuffled back to the house. Elsbeth slipped off Tully's lap. "It was a great ceremony, Mr. Tully. She's free now. Soon she'll be with her brother and parents."


He looked at her, then at Sig and me. "Thank you, children. You've made an old man very happy."


I offered my hand to him. He leaned on me, pulled himself to his feet, and took a few minutes to regain his balance. "Ready to go inside, Mr. Tully?"


He straightened and nodded. "I am. Will you do the honors?"


I put his arm over my shoulders. Siegfried slid under his other arm, and Elsbeth took my free hand.


"Do you think it worked, Gus?" she asked. The moon reflected in her dark eyes, swimming in bright white circles.


I squeezed her hand and hugged her with my free arm. "I'm sure it did."


She snuggled under my arm and slipped her arm around my back. "She'll be okay now, won't she?"


Tully answered. "She'll be at peace, little one. For the first time in centuries."


We ambled toward the yellow light on the Stones' back porch, where moths danced in random patterns, darting about without the help of a ghostly sprite. Sadness touched my heart. I'd really miss Penni. A lot. But I knew we'd done the right thing.


When Tully was safely deposited in his room, I dropped into bed beside Siegfried and fell into a deep sleep.





Chapter Sixty-five


 


On the fourth day of our stay with the Stones, my parents and Mrs. Brown were due to arrive home around three in the afternoon. We all waited on the porch, straining to see the Oldsmobile in the distance.


After several false alarms, I recognized it climbing the hill from the south. "There they are!" I leapt from the porch steps and ran down the driveway, followed closely by the twins and Shadow, who barked and ran in circles around us. We waved our arms wildly over our heads and shouted for joy. I hadn't been separated from my folks for more than an overnight sleepover my whole life, and although I wouldn't ever admit it to anyone, the past few nights I felt a creeping sadness descend on me. I missed them too much.


The station wagon pulled into the driveway slowly. We ran beside it, waving and laughing the whole way. When they arrived, looking tired but happy, we circled them like fans at a Hollywood premier. The clamor was deafening. I hugged my mother first. She leaned down to embrace me, and gently swung me back and forth in between covering my cheeks with kisses. Although slightly embarrassed, this time I didn't really care enough to put up a fuss. She held my face between her hands and stared at me with tears in her eyes. "Oh, my boy. I've missed you so."


After one more embrace, she opened her arms for the twins and I raced into my father's bear hug. He squeezed the breath out of me, and then fake punched me a few times. "Wait ‘til you see what we brought you, son." His eyes held secrets, big secrets.


I jumped around like a little kid on Christmas Eve. "What? What did you get me?"


He pointed to the suitcases in the back of the car. "If you'll grab my small brown valise, we'll show you in a little bit."


Millie embraced my mother and Mrs. Brown. "I hope you'll all stay for dinner and tell us all about the trip?"


I knew they had to be exhausted, but I could read my mother's mind. The least they could do after leaving me with the Stones for days was to give them the pleasure of a little armchair travel.


"Of course, Millie. We'd love to." She caught my father's worried look. "We just need to get home to feed the animals before dark."


Millie linked arms with her and led her to the porch. "Of course, dear. It's all ready, so we can eat early—whenever you're hungry—and you can get home in plenty of time."


Eudora had hurried to Tully's side as soon as she spotted him sitting on the porch. She embraced him for a long time, then snaked an arm through his and led him inside.


We gathered in the music room. There weren't enough chairs for everyone, so Elsbeth, Siegfried, and I sat cross-legged on the floor in front of my parents and Mrs. Brown. I waited and fidgeted while all three told bits and pieces of the story of the White House tour. My mother gushed about the gala in the grand ballroom and dancing to an orchestra. Mrs. Brown said they'd sat at the same table as the President for a dinner fit for kings.


For some reason, my mother acted kindly towards Mr. Tully. I wondered if she'd discussed the issue with Eudora while they traveled together. Something had happened to change her attitude. It was no longer polite and restrained. She actually beamed at him when she took his hand to say hello. Relief descended over me like a warm blanket.


My father took the lead. "So, there we were, sitting beside President Johnson and his wife, eating Beef Wellington and drinking a fine cabernet. Your mother, bless her soul, had the temerity to ask him for his autograph. Just for you kids." He reached into his case and laid it on his lap. With a smile, he flicked it open. "He must have really liked your mother, Gus, because he gave us these."


He passed out glossy five-by-seven photos of the President and his wife standing in the rose garden. All three were inscribed to each of us, with a message about working hard in school. We each held our autographed photos and stared at them.


"Wow." I looked at the picture, then back to my parents. "This is so neat."


"Keen! Thank you, Mr. and Mrs. LeGarde," Elsbeth walked to each of them and pecked their cheeks.


Siegfried added his thanks. "I'm going to have mine framed."


Millie's eyes glowed. "Thank you for sharing your story with us. It was almost like being there."


Mrs. Brown opened her purse. "We brought you something, too." She handed a small box to Millie. "Just a token of our thanks for caring for our loved ones."


Millie handed the box to Oscar. "You open it." Her fingers trembled, but I figured she was afraid she'd have trouble with the wrapping because of her arthritic fingers.


Oscar unwrapped the tissue and ribbons, and opened the box to reveal a silver pen set on a marble stand with the White House emblem engraved on it.


My father dug out three more signed photographs, this time photos of the White House. "And these are for you and William." He handed the photo to Millie, whose eyes filled with tears. "And this one's for you, Zak."


Tully accepted it with a grateful nod. "I'll treasure this, thank you."


Millie piped up, "Thank you. You know you didn't have to bring us anything. My goodness."


My parents murmured a few words of appreciation, and then my stomach growled. All heads swiveled in my direction.


"Hungry, son?" my father chuckled.


"He's always hungry," Elsbeth said. She took my arm, leaned her head on my shoulder, and sighed. "Like Siegfried. I think they could both eat a hundred hamburgers." She raised her eyes to mine and fluttered her eyelashes, just like in the movies. My heart thumped harder and melted like a Hershey bar in the hot July sun.


My parents noticed her behavior and exchanged surprised glances. I received a raised eyebrow from my father, and shrugged in his direction with a smile. I tolerated the embarrassment, because being next to Elsbeth made me feel so deliciously good.


Millie stood slowly, straightened with a controlled grimace, propped up her photograph on the mantle behind a brass candlestick, and faced the group. "Well, I don't think our meal will compete with Beef Wellington, but it might be a little fancier than hamburgers. Anyone else hungry?"


We stampeded into the dining room, which Millie had already preset with her nice china. We crowded around the table, knocking elbows, and dug into Millie's homemade macaroni and cheese, baked ham, tomato and red onion salad, and fresh carrots baked in an orange glaze. The conversation moved from Washington D.C., to Mrs. Marggrander's progress, to Oscar's new book, to the traffic on the Thruway, to the state of the Stones' gardens. But we didn't mention Penni, and without a formal agreement, we all just knew it was something we'd have to keep to ourselves, maybe even forever.


Before we left, Tully asked to see me. I walked with him one more time to the grove, and we sat quietly, remembering last night's mind-blowing experience. I looked for the necklace, feather, and shell, but didn't see them.


"Mr. Tully? Did you or the Stones take the gifts we left for Penni?"


He looked at me as if I was crazy. "Hell, no."


"Then where are they?" I poked around the stones and grass nearby. "They're gone!"


He chuckled and pointed to the treetops. "She must have played with them."


I followed his glance and saw the feather stuck into a gnarled knot on a nearby trunk. The shell lay in the crook of a branch, and the necklace dangled from a twig overhead.


"Wow!"


"Gus? Can you come sit beside me for a minute? I have something to tell you."


"Sure." I pulled myself out of the moment and joined him on the bench. A ladybug crawled up the iron leg and climbed onto my hand. "What's up?"


"First of all, I wanted to tell you that you were right. I sat down with Eudora a few minutes ago and told her about me and Marlowe."


"Really?"


"I did. Know what she said?"


I shook my head, and urged him to spill his secret with my eyes.


"She already knew. She's known since I was a little boy. And she was totally aware of my love for Marlowe, but didn't want to embarrass me by talking about it until I was ready to open up. Can you beat that?"


I let the ladybug crawl up my arm, transferring her to my other hand. "Sometimes it's better to just tell the truth."


He looked up to the sky. "I'm sure Marlowe would have agreed with you. All those years of hiding my true self from her. Thinking I was so clever." He lowered his head. "Such a waste."


I stood up. "Well, now it's out in the open. That's a good thing."


He slid an arm over my shoulder. "You're right, boy."


My mother called me from the station wagon. "Time to go, Gus." I saw the twins getting into the car and realized they were going to stay with us until their mother returned home in a few days. I smiled, and started to get up.


"Wait. One more thing." He dug into his pocket. With a closed hand, he took mine and released something into it, then clasped the hand and looked me in the eyes. "Take good care of this, Gus. I gave it to your grandfather years ago, and now it's yours. I want you to give it to your son someday."


The ring sparkled in the late afternoon sun, its amethyst stone shining as if from within. I slid it onto my thumb and inspected it. "Really?"


His eyes softened. "Really."


I threw my arms around him. "Thank you, Mr. Tully."


"You're welcome, boy. Now hurry. Your parents are waiting for you."


"Will you be okay by yourself?" I meant to ask if he could walk back unassisted, but realized after I said the words that I also wanted to know if he'd be okay at his cabin without Penni.


He stood and leaned on his cane, stronger than the day before. "I can make it just fine. And I won't be alone for long. Eudora's getting the old homestead rebuilt, and we expect to see you children often." He reached over to squeeze my hand again. "Promise?"


I nodded and grinned. "Promise."


"Off you go, then." With a brusque hand wave, he shooed me away. I ran as fast as I could toward the car, holding the ring tightly in my hand.





Chapter Sixty-six


 


When we finally rolled into our driveway, we found Mr. Marggrander sitting in his car. The twins looked worried at first, but when we pulled up beside him, his smile told us all was well.


He waved and trotted over to us, leaning in to shake my father's hand. "I just spoke to Oscar. He said you'd be up this way soon."


My father stepped on the parking brake and opened his door. "Hello, Klaus. We were going to call you when we got settled in. How's Brigit?"


The twins and I tumbled out and surrounded the adults. Mr. Marggrander reached down to hug the twins, something I hadn't seen in public—ever. "Brigit is better. She'll be home soon. But I miss my children. I need them home with me."


My heart leapt when I heard the words I knew the twins had craved for such a long time. Mr. Marggrander dropped to one knee and crushed them to his chest. Elsbeth started to cry, and Siegfried simply wrapped his long arms around his father's neck and held on tight. I tried not to stare at their very private moment, but ducked my head and went around back to grab my parent's bags. I set them on the porch, returning to find my parents still chatting with Mr. Marggrander. Finally, my mother gave him a hug, and the two very happy twins hopped into the back of their father's Audi. When they backed out of the driveway, Siegfried opened his window and hollered. "Let's go for a ride tomorrow!"


I chased them down the driveway. "I'll call you guys in the morning."


Elsbeth's hand shot up from her window, waving vigorously. "Bye, Gus."


A bittersweet feeling settled over me. I was thrilled to see the twins and their father reunited, and to see him open up like he had. But I'd been looking forward to having them with me for a few more days. Disappointed, I kicked a stone and meandered back along the driveway.


My father picked up on my feelings, as usual. "Just us now, huh, sport?"


 I hung my head. "Yeah. I guess. I'm glad you guys are home, though. I really missed you."


He put an arm around my shoulder. "Me, too. I missed you a great deal, son."


It felt good to know that my parents would miss me if they ever left on a trip again, would look after me until I was an independent man, and would comfort me in the days to come.


He ruffled my hair and pointed toward the barn. "Why don't you feed your horse and the cats, and once we unpack, we can play some board games?"


The idea had merit. I nodded and jogged toward the barn. "Sure, Dad. Back in a jiffy."


My horse seemed to have hardly noticed I was gone. He ate his grain like a pig, snuffled in the hay leaves I dropped for him in the corner, and sloshed his water bucket, making a mess, as usual. I patted his neck and flanks, telling him a little about our days at the Stones. He nickered, shoved his soft nose under my arm, and finally rested his head against my chest. I knew he'd missed me. He just didn't want me to know at first, because he was mad I'd left him alone.


"We'll go for a ride tomorrow. I promise." I left him with his food, latched the stall door, patted the kittens and Momma Kitty after filling up their food and water bowls, and headed inside.


My mother had changed into her nightgown and my father lounged in his t-shirt and shorts.


"Wow. You guys must really be tired." I laughed to see them looking so ready for bed at six-thirty in the evening.


My father shrugged. "It's hot. And I'm tired. I figured I'd just fall into bed after we play a few games."


My mother yawned and stretched. "We hardly slept the whole weekend. The D.C. crowd stays up after midnight every night, Gus. It's wonderful, and horrible at the same time. I feel like there's sand in my eyes, they're so gritty."


I took pity on them. "You should just go to bed. We can play Monopoly tomorrow night."


My father tried to stifle a yawn. "Are you sure, son? We wanted to spend some special time with you."


"Really. It's fine. I'm at a really good place in my book, anyway. I'd just as soon read."


My mother tiptoed over in her slippers to kiss my forehead. "Okay, then. Let's turn in early."


I let Shadow out for one last run while my parents climbed the stairs. While he raced around the yard, I drained a large glass of orange juice and found some cookies in the jar that weren't too stale. I'd polished off six when Shadow's toenails scratched against the bottom of the screen door. "I'm coming. Hold on." I let him in, and we headed upstairs.


After brushing my teeth, I changed into my pajama pants, and dropped into my comfortable bed. I turned to pick up my Hardy Boys book, with only a bit of guilt since I still hadn't started the summer reading list, and watched with disbelief as one page turned by itself.


I rubbed my eyes. Had I dropped to sleep without realizing?


No. I was awake. Wide-awake. Another page turned, then another. Soon the whole book flipped so fast it whirred like a card dealer fanning his deck.


It couldn't be. Last night Penni had made the journey home to her ancestors.


Hadn't she?


The papers on my desk rustled and a soft whisper tickled my ear.


I'm yours now.


"Penni?" I sat bolt upright. "You're back?"


She flew around the room, rustling the curtains and flying under my bed. She lifted the chenille bedspread when she entered one side and emerged from the other.


Penni whispered in my mind, soft and sure. Tully needed me when he lost Marlowe. But he will be okay; he has his sister. My book pages flipped rapidly back and forth again. You don't have a sister. I like it here. We'll have fun in the woods.


Shadow growled, but I called him onto the bed and stroked his ears. "It's okay, boy. That's Penni. She won't hurt us. She's our friend."


Friend, Penni whispered inside my head. I felt her ghostly lips brush my forehead. Friend.


With the knowledge that I'd never be alone again, I turned off the light, curled around Shadow, and whispered goodnight to Penni. The hall light winked three times, and soft singing lulled me to sleep.


 


– The End –
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Chapter 1


Early July, 1966


 


“We made it.” My father eased our old station wagon over the rutted dirt road and turned into the Loon Harbor parking lot. The twelve-hour trip from East Goodland, New York to South Belgrade, Maine was finally over. He glanced at me in the rear-view mirror with a tired smile. “I’ll bet you’re glad we’re here, Gus.”


“Yes, sir.” I shoved open the door and escaped into air fragrant with balsam. Shadow hopped out behind me, his beagle nose already leading him in frantic circles around the mammoth pine trees shading the lot.


A long white building with red shutters lay just below us. One end housed the office, where my grandmother kept the camp records. The other end featured a huge kitchen where my grandfather and his staff of waitresses bustled to feed the camp guests three hearty meals per day. In the middle of the office and kitchen sat the spacious knotty pine paneled dining hall.


I caught the aroma of homemade donuts and smiled. Gramps was already frying them for me. I knew the donut holes would have my name on them. 


We’d left at four in the morning, and now at just after four in the afternoon, I stared longingly down the hill toward the lake glinting green in the sun.


“Mum?” I asked. “Can I go for a quick dip?”


I expected an answer like, “Later, son. We need to say hello to your grandparents,” or “Help us with the suitcases first, honey.” Instead, she gave me a sweet smile. “Sure. I’ll meet you down on the dock with a towel in a little bit.”


I didn’t hesitate. Today I wore shorts, an old tee shirt, and flip-flops, and I didn’t intend to waste one more second changing into my swimsuit. The shorts would do fine.


“Thanks, Mum.” Before my father could take issue with this unprecedented decision, I kicked out of my flip-flops and took off at a run, dashing down the hill as fast as my thirteen-year-old legs would carry me. The sandy path was crisscrossed with embedded logs, and I leapt high over each one, loving the rush of air against my skin. I felt the lake calling me, and imagined the cool water encircling my body.


I streaked past the shower house, three more cabins, the communal living room, and the sun porch. I pounded over the dock, stripping off my shirt as I ran. Bam, bam, bam, I ran across the weathered gray boards. Finally, I reached the end. I flew into the air, legs kicking and arms spread wide. Into the cool water I plummeted, making a titanic splash. Beneath the surface, a trail of yellow bubbles floated upward. When my feet hit the soft sand, I pushed up and burst into the warm July sunshine, arching to float on my back and gaze at the blue cloudless sky.


“Hi, Gus,” a familiar voice said.


I pulled upright and grinned, glancing around for her. “Elsbeth?”


Beneath the dock, her sweet face appeared, dark curls plastered to her cheeks. My friend rebelled against bathing caps, unlike all the other girls at camp, and let her hair go wild in the water. I didn’t blame her. The darned things looked awfully uncomfortable.


I swam closer to her. “Hey. When did you get here?”


“Monday,” she said in her German accent. “We’ve been dying for you to arrive. I have so much to tell you, Gus.” Her dark eyes flashed in anticipation.


“Ja,” a voice came from up on the dock. “Where have you been, anyway?” Siegfried, Elsbeth’s fraternal twin, smiled down at me, his long blond hair even more enviable than it was at the end of school last week. Wet bangs plastered his forehead and in the back, his hair hung down an inch below where his collar would be. He backed up a few steps and then took a running leap into the water, almost landing on me.


I waited for him to surface, and then scooped water toward him, splashing his face with an unbridled laugh. “My father had to train the new guy to run the pharmacy. It took longer than he planned.”


“Well,” Sig said. “It is about time you got here. Race you to the swing.”


Before I could respond, Elsbeth began feverishly dog paddling toward shore. Siegfried, taller and leaner, easily pulled past her, stroking hard toward the rope swing that dangled from a cluster of white birch trees. It never ceased to amaze me that twins could be so different in appearance and personality. Elsbeth—short, petite, dark, and wild—was the complete opposite of her brother, who sported blond hair, startlingly blue eyes, and who boasted an analytic, brilliant mind.


I began splashing toward the shore behind them, anticipating the giddy feeling of the rope swing flying out over the water, and the delicious drop that followed. “Hey, wait for me.”


I scrambled onto a granite boulder to climb up the mossy ledge where I joined the twins. Sig poised there, ready to soar over the water on the swing.


“Geronimo!” he cried. With legs flailing, he leapt from the porch.


I caught the excitement in Elsbeth’s eyes, and beamed at her. We’d been grounded at home last year because my father’s intended substitute to run his pharmacy became seriously ill, and instead of swimming and boating we’d spent our summer on our horses, riding through the woods. Not that it was a bad way to spend the season. In fact, we’d had an amazing adventure, had met a young Indian spirit named Penni, and had made some lifelong new friends.


In spite of the wonderful time we’d had, I’d still missed the lake.


“I’m so glad we’re here. I really missed it last summer.”


“Me, too,” Elsbeth said with a giggle. “But this summer we’ll make up for lost time, Ja?”


“You bet,” I said.


Siegfried landed with a respectable splash and the rope came swinging back toward us.


I snagged it for her. “Here you go.”


She accepted it gratefully. “Danke, Gus.” With a delightful laugh, she gripped it tightly, jumped into the air, and sailed over the water.


The Marggrander family had escaped from East Germany eight years ago when the twins were just four years old, and they still used some German words in their daily speech. I’d also learned a few key phrases and sometimes I found myself saying “danke,” instead of “thank you,” and “kein problem” instead of “no problem.”


Siegfried had already climbed up and stood dripping beside me. “It’s good to see you, Gus.”


I fake punched him. “You, too. It was pretty lonely without you guys at home the last few days.”


He grabbed the returning rope and handed it to me. “Your turn.”


With gleeful anticipation, I wrapped my hands around a thick hemp knot and swung out over the water, letting go at just the right time. After a delicious, stomach twisting fall, I plunged into the water, feet touching the sandy bottom in seconds. I popped up again, grinning from ear-to-ear.


“Watch out below,” Siegfried called.


I swam to the side to get out of his way, and then hurried back to shore for my next turn.





Chapter 2


 


Half an hour later, my mother hailed me from the deck above. “Gus? Here’s your towel.” She waved a blue towel and hung it on the railing near the glider. “Dinner’s in an hour, honey.”


I flailed an arm in her direction with a quick, “Thanks, Mum,” then dove under the dock to catch Siegfried, who’d just tagged me when we’d finally tired of the rope swing.


“Can’t catch me,” he yelled from the other side.


I held my breath, shoved off the sandy bottom, and streaked underwater toward his legs. The shade of the dock turned the water amber-green, and in spite of my fuzzy underwater vision, I reached forward and touched his leg, bursting out of the water with a huge laugh. “Got ya!” I yelled. “You’re it.”


I swam away from him, circling around one of the dock extensions where it formed a double “T” for boat berths.


That’s when I saw her.


Just beyond me—no more than twenty feet away—a young girl paddled a blue canoe. She caught my glance, and then looked away, rapidly moving down the shore.


I stared at her, fascinated. With skin like milky coffee and thick black hair pulled into a ponytail, she streaked across the water with ease. She leaned forward, long arms pulling hard. With each stroke, her head bent down.


She was quite exotic looking, and something inside me sputtered with great interest.


I’d rarely seen people with dark skin like hers in the lake region, and it fascinated me. Of course, my parents had taken me to see To Kill A Mockingbird two summers ago, so I’d gotten to know and love Tom Robinson and his family as well as The Finch’s stern but lovable housekeeper, Calpurnia. No, it wasn’t too surprising to see such beautiful caramel-colored skin on this girl.


Elsbeth sneaked up beside me, touching my arm. “I told you I had things to tell you,” she whispered.


“Who is she?” I asked.


“We think she’s from the new resort just down that way,” she said, pointing to the right. “It’s called The Seven Whistles. They built it last year, when we weren’t here. Sig and I went past it yesterday. It’s huge, Gus. Like a giant lodge with a gazillion rooms.”


“Wow,” I said, watching the girl make her way around the bend. “Have you spoken with her yet?”


“No. But I waved to her yesterday and she waved back.”


Siegfried popped up beside us, shaking the water from his hair like a dog. “Did you see her, Gus?” He nodded toward the ripples in the lake where the girl had just passed.


“I did,” I said, still mesmerized.


“Do you think she’ll play with us?” Elsbeth asked dreamily. “I would love to have a girl to play with this summer.”


I shook my head. “I have no idea. But tomorrow, let’s go find her and ask her.”


Siegfried nodded sagely then glanced toward the shore. “Ja. It is almost dinnertime. We must go, or else…”


I knew what he meant. Punishments for the twins were severe, and they never dared cross their father’s rules.


We climbed the dock ladder and scrambled up to the porch railing, where three towels hung waiting. I recognized Elsbeth’s pink and yellow towel from two summers ago. It was a bit frayed, but still had plenty of life left in it. She wrapped it around her shoulders and squeezed the water from her hair.


“See you in the living room after dinner?” she asked.


“Of course.” I toweled dry and grinned at her. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world. Wanna play cards tonight?”


The whole camp congregated in the common building in the evenings, listening to the radio, playing games, reading by the fire, or just talking. The adults did a lot of talking.


“Sure,” she said. “If we can tear my brother away from his calculus workbook.”


Sig looked up as if injured. “But I love calculus. And I really want to be ready for the third level this fall.”


Elsbeth and I exchanged a glance. We usually tolerated Sig’s brilliant mind and his absurd need to study, but sometimes it seemed a little too much.


“Sig,” I said. “Summer’s just starting. Can’t you relax tonight and play a nice game of ‘Battle’ with us?”


He shrugged. “Ja. Okay. I guess so.”


“It’s a plan, then.” I hopped off the porch steps and onto the trail leading to Wee Castle, the cabin our family stayed in when we summered at Loon Harbor. “See you soon.” I raced along the path toward the one story cabin that nestled into the shoreline, located four docks down.


I spotted my father and Shadow on the porch. Dad had just carried the last of the suitcases down from the parking area.


“Hey, Dad. Let me help you.”


He dropped the cases and glanced at me with a relieved smile. “Thanks, son.”


I wrapped my towel around my waist so I wouldn’t drip on the floor, and picked up my own battered suitcase and duffel bag. Shadow pressed his cold nose against my bare leg, as if he’d already missed me. His tail wagged madly.


“Yes, boy. We’re here. And summer’s just started.” I smiled down at him. “It’s gonna be a doozy.”


My father laughed behind me. “A doozy, son? What makes you think that?”


I turned left into my bedroom that jutted over the water and dumped my suitcase and bag on the old iron bed. “I just have a feeling, Dad.”


He came in and ruffled my hair. “Okay, son. Whatever you say.” He stood looking out the windows that faced the lake. “Need any help?”


I shrugged. “Thanks, but I’m good. All I have to do is shove my clothes in the bureau.”


“Well, dress in something nice for dinner. We’re invited to the dining hall with the paying guests tonight. Your grandfather asked us because we’ve had such a long day on the road.”


“Really? Keen.” I popped open my suitcase and began to put my clothes away.


We normally ate in our cabin with food my mother made. Eating in the dining hall was a huge treat.


“Be ready in ten minutes. Okay, Gus?”


“Will do, Dad.”


When I finished putting away my clothes, I changed into a new pair of khakis and a blue and green plaid shirt. It was a little wrinkled, but I didn’t think my mother would want to iron it tonight. My black Keds were kind of scuffed because I’d worn them to school every day since my birthday in March. One of the soles was starting to detach near my toes. But they’d have to do. New shoes were expensive and I knew I’d have to wait for school in the fall to get a new pair.


I sat on the edge of the bed, facing the lake. Shadow jumped up beside me, circled a few times, and snuggled close. I closed my eyes and let the sounds of the water lapping on the rocks beneath my room fill my mind. I’d never been so happy as when I fell asleep to the soothing sounds of the water. I’d often wished I could bottle it and take it home to play in my bedroom.


In the distance, the tremolo of a loon echoed across the water, sending a thrill through me. It repeated, and I couldn’t imagine a more perfect moment.


“Gus? You ready?” My mother poked her head into my room, looking pretty in a white dress with red rick-rack on the collar.


“Yep. All set, Mum.”


“You look nice, son.” My father stood in the doorway in a clean white shirt and pants that matched mine. “Let’s go.”


Shadow raised his snout at the words. I patted him to calm him down. “Not this time, pal. You stay here, okay?”


He looked disappointed, but laid his head back on the bedspread.


I linked arms with my mother. “Come on. I’m starving.”





Chapter 3


 


The dining room was half as big as our school cafeteria. With walls of knotty pine and plenty of tables and chairs, it felt like a place royalty should dine. Paying guests ate three meals a day here, and my grandfather made sure they feasted like kings and queens.


My grandmother stood on the porch, waving us up. “Hello, my dears.” She leaned down to hug and kiss me. “Gustave, I missed you earlier. I heard you went for a dip in the lake?”


“Sorry, Gram. I couldn’t resist. The water was so beautiful.”


“Not to worry. I don’t blame you one bit.”


“Odette, it smells heavenly up here. What is Jean-Paul cooking?” my mother asked.


“It’s Italian night,” she said with a prim smile. “I think that’s the garlic bread you smell right now. And it’s just about ready.”


She held the camp bell in her hand and ceremoniously handed it to me. “My dear boy, it’s so good to see you again. Will you call the guests to dinner for me?”


“You bet.” I carried the heavy brass bell with the smooth wooden handle back out to the top of the path leading to the lake. I stood up straight with the bell in both hands, legs slightly apart, and raised it high above my head, letting it fall so the pealing sound rang all over the camp. Over and over again I rang the dinner bell, realizing that this was yet another sound I wish I could capture and bring home with me.


“That’ll do, young’un.” My grandfather, Jean-Paul LeGarde, beckoned to me from the doorway, wearing his white chef’s hat. “Come up here and give me a hug, that is if you’re not too old for that kind of mushy stuff.”


I grinned at him, handed the bell back to my grandmother, and ran into his waiting arms. “Gramps,” I said, squeezing him tight. “I missed you a lot.”


“Me, too, boy.” He hugged me back, smelling of garlic and meatballs and faintly of pipe tobacco. I looked up into his twinkling eyes and felt completely at home.


“Tonight, you’re guests. But tomorrow I hope you three kids will come up and help us with the meals. I’ll let you use my boat again this summer, if you do.”


I grinned up at him. “Keen, Gramps. I can wash dishes, if you want.”


“Perfect. My dishwasher just deserted me for that ritzy new place down the shore.”


He frowned, and I noticed my grandmother giving him an admonishing glance, as if to say, “Not now.”


He ushered us inside to the table closest to the kitchen. “This is a place of honor, just for you three. Hope you enjoy the meal.” With that, he disappeared into the swinging double doors leading to the massive kitchen.


With its pristine white linen tablecloth and sparkling glassware, the table seemed almost too fancy for us to eat on. I worried about spilling spaghetti sauce on the tablecloth, and then shook the thought away. The camp girls had a great big washing machine in the icehouse and I knew they were accustomed to cleaning up after guests every day. I chose the seat closest to the window, settling on a rock maple chair. Nestled in a cluster by the windowsill were salt and pepper shakers, containers of mustard, ketchup, maple syrup, and a little glass shaker bottle of Parmesan cheese.


Our waitress was Betsy, the girl I’d had a massive crush on two summers ago. She was still beautiful, but older and taller. I noticed a sparkling ring on her finger and wondered if she were engaged. She’d be nineteen this year, if I remembered right.


“Hey, folks. Welcome back,” she said, sending me a dizzying smile. “And look who’s grown about a foot since I last saw him.”


I blushed, studying my hands. “Hi, Betsy.”


My father rescued me. “Yes, sir. Gus is thirteen now. He’s growing like a weed.”


My parents bantered back and forth for a few minutes with her, and then got down to business so we could order our drinks. When it was my turn, I’d regained some self-confidence. “Milk, please.”


She smiled at me, scribbling on her note pad. “Growing boys need milk, that’s for sure.” With a swish of her white nylon uniform, she waltzed to the next table, where the couple behind us had just settled in.


My grandmother stayed at the back door, welcoming each guest with her warm Maine accent. It was part of the tradition. They’d chat about who caught what fish that day, how great the water was for swimming, or a hundred other mundane subjects. The best part was the way everyone lit up when my grandmother spoke to them. She had a talent for making them feel special, every last one.


Betsy brought out a tray of toasted garlic bread, followed by plates of spaghetti and homemade meatballs.


I dove into my meal as if I hadn’t eaten for days, and was ready when she asked if I wanted seconds. “Yes, please.”


While my parents kept up a conversation, I listened to the snatches of dialog floating in the air around the dining hall. “Delicious, as always.” “That Jean-Paul is a genius in the kitchen.” “Saturday night is lobster night.” But there was one bit of information that really made me sit up and take notice. The couple behind us was discussing the new Seven Whistles resort.


“Harold, I’m telling you, we ought to check it out.”


“Why, Miriam? I’m happy right here.”


“But each room has its own shower and even a little refrigerator. Can you imagine?”


“I can imagine the price.”


“It’s not supposed to be too exorbitant, dear. And they say the cuisine is incredible.”


“Cuisine? Isn’t that a little hoity-toity, even for us?”


“The owners are from Louisiana. Baton Rouge, so I hear. And they make one heck of a jambalaya.”


“Jamba what?” Harold hissed. “I don’t want fancy-schmanzy. I want to stay here next year.”


Miriam huffed. “Well, the Murphys and the Cunninghams are already there, and they are raving about it. There’s even a pianist who plays for the guests every night.”


“Again,” Harold scoffed. “Why would I care? I want to fish, eat real food, and relax. I don’t need to feel like I'm in Carnegie Hall or at The Ritz, for Heaven’s sakes.”


“All right dear. But don’t feel badly next year if all your friends are staying down at The Seven Whistles and you’re fishing alone out on the lake.”


Harold’s voice deepened. “Being alone doesn’t sound so bad, right about now.”


My mother caught the tail end of the conversation and stiffened. She widened her eyes at my father, who leaned forward to listen.


“Gloria. That’s not good news,” he whispered.


She nodded, cutting her last meatball in half. “I know. I’ve been hearing a few rumors from the cabin girls that this new place is stealing all the long-time guests from around the lake.”


I watched my father’s face darken. “Well. It won’t last. Places like that don’t have the history, or the heritage, that Loon Harbor does. They have no character.”


My mother smiled. “Exactly. And they don’t have your parents running it, either. That’s half the draw, don’t you think?”


He smiled. “Exactly.”


I waited for them to say more, but they busied themselves with their meals.


By the time dessert was served, I was almost too full to enjoy it. Somehow, I stuffed a whole dish of chocolate pudding with whipped cream into my already overly full stomach.


We strolled out of the dining room and down the hill when everyone began to disperse.


“Are you too tired to go to the living room tonight, honey?” my mother asked, ruffling my hair.


“Heck, no, Mum. The twins are expecting me.”


“Good,” my father said. “I want to sit and listen to the radio for a few hours to wind down after this long day.”


“Sure, Dad.” We headed out, and I walked between the two of them, feeling completely and ridiculously happy.


How could life be any better?


Hours later, after we’d played a few games and had finally headed home in the dark, a terrified scream split the night air.
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