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         The night we left Ellen on the road we were driving north up 252 near where it meets 202 and then crosses the Pennsylvania Turnpike. To the west were open fields, stretches of golden prairie grass and butterfly weed, the final line of sun splintering light through them. To the east, King of Prussia – grey industrial sites cast in dusk, cement trucks, cranes and a maze of highways and expressways. The Blue Route was somewhere over there too, like an amputated limb, started in 1967 but fourteen years later still unfinished, the asphalt ending at a line of overgrown grass and trees where the money had run out. Teenagers learned to drive on it or partied there late at night. The road to nowhere, we called it. We drove. Cars switched on headlights and straight ahead the hills of Valley Forge had become shadows, the trees already dark silhouettes.

         The six of us were in the car, Marie up front in the passenger seat, Ellen between me and Thomas in the back, and Beatrice lying in ‘the way back’ with all our school bags and work folders from the year spread around her. It was the last day of school and we were officially on summer vacation. My mother was driving. Erratically. She hit the brakes, accelerated, revving high in first gear before shifting. She was angry. I could feel it in the car’s sickening motion and from the seat behind I could see it in glimpses of her jawline, how it moved and twitched under the skin, even when she wasn’t speaking. She and Ellen had been arguing, Ellen pestering her about going to an art camp that summer.

         ‘I told you no.’ She called it promotional blackmail, sending home brochures in school bags, and it infuriated her. ‘I have enough to handle as it is.’

         I was dreading the coming summer.

         I pressed my forehead against the window and looked toward that final thread of light. Sage would be working at the mall, waitressing in J. C. Penney’s diner. For the summer they’d offered her full-time. I’d spent almost all my summers with her. I thought about forging my mom’s signature to get working papers. At fifteen, I could officially work, but I knew I wouldn’t be allowed, that she needed me to look after the younger ones when she was at the hospital. Her job was admissions receptionist in the ER at Paoli Memorial. Sage said I was lucky. She complained about the other waitresses in their support hose and orthopaedic shoes, splashing coffees on the counter for other geriatrics who sprayed tester perfumes in the morning over their eggs and toast. But I envied her real job with regulars and tips and people who stiffed her and the stories she told. One customer in her nineties drank half-and-half from the white porcelain creamer left on the counter every morning, leaving behind a sloppy lip-print in bright orange. It wasn’t about money or work – I had my Friday-night babysitting job for the Bouchers. I was afraid of all the days ahead of me alone.

         Thomas was reciting the periodic table in a low whisper on the other side of Ellen. ‘There’s holmium, hafnium, erbium—’

         ‘Stop,’ she said.

         ‘—phosphorus, francium, fluorine, terbium.’

         ‘Shut up. Just shut up!’ Ellen put her head down on her knees and crossed her arms over her shins. She was crying. A throbbing pain that started in my neck had moved across my skull into my forehead. I wanted them both to shut up.

         ‘You’re annoying everyone, Thomas. Just stop,’ I said.

         ‘Did you know tears contain glucose, sodium and potassium?’

         ‘Shut up, you weird science freak.’ Ellen kicked his shins twice with her heel, shoving the driver’s seat which she had gripped for support.

         ‘Stop it this instant. Do you want us to crash?’ My mother was furious.

         ‘Tears contain a natural chemical painkiller, enkephalin,’ Thomas whispered. ‘You’ll feel better afterward.’

         ‘Make him stop.’ Ellen’s voice was muffled.

         Her whine and his murmurs made me want to hit him or someone. Ellen’s head was back on her knees. I reached across her and pushed him hard on the shoulder with my knuckles.

         ‘Shut up, Thomas. What do you know about tears?’

         I said it and wished I hadn’t because there was something wrong with him, the way he didn’t cry after all that had happened to us, how he just disappeared into himself and his room. Right then, teasing Ellen, he was more like the old Thomas.

         He turned toward the window and didn’t say anything back. It would have been better if he got angry. I tried to undo it, remembering a joke. ‘Hey, Thomas, if you’re boring and a moron, guess what that makes you?’

         He turned to look at me, waiting. ‘Well?’

         ‘A boron.’

         ‘Very funny, Libby, but you don’t even know what boron is. You’ve just admitted that I’m supernova material, not even of this earth.’

         ‘All of you stop,’ Marie said from the front, and she looked back at us over the seat. Her hair on one side was dyed black and spiked out like Siouxsie Sioux’s. She’d pierced her cheek and shaved the other side of her head before the graduation mass at school, and it was growing back in blonde stubble. Both Thomas and I went quiet. Marie was almost eighteen, only a year older than Thomas but we listened to her, especially since she was giving away the rock albums she didn’t want any more. She’d left Who’s Next on my pillow after I stayed home with Beatrice while she snuck out to a party, and Thomas got Quadrophenia for winning the highest GPA in his class. We both wanted Tommy. Thomas said he should get it, given his name and all. I didn’t want to point out further similarities, like a dead father, a mother with a secret boyfriend and not being allowed to say anything. Neither of us even had a record player. Marie had a portable turntable, and we all used that.

         Outside, dogwoods lined the understorey where the woods met the fields, and even in the falling light I could see they were stripped of their bloom. Cornus florida. Oval leaves with primary veins that curve upward along smooth wavy margins. Clustered flowers surrounded by bracts that people mistake as the petals. My father had bought me The Field Guide to the Trees of North America the last Christmas before he died. I’d read and reread the book, committing to memory every tree fact I could. I’d started a tree notebook, identifying all the trees I saw with descriptions of them in different seasons; I sketched them, took bark rubbings, pressed their flowers.

         His gift had arrived in a package with a postmark from New York City, where he’d gone to live, working with a cousin, an Irish immigrant like himself. He’d gotten us each a card. For me, a forest of spruce, one tree separated out in front with a star on top. His handwriting was small and uneven, as if he weren’t used to signing cards, which I guess he probably wasn’t.

         
            For Libby, always in a tree. Merry Christmas.

            Love, Dad.

         

         I don’t know if I spent so much time with trees because I loved them or because of how much he loved me loving them, and I cannot separate these things. When I was maybe six, and he still sometimes lived with us, I’d come home at the end of a day in the woods, barefoot and filthy. Once, he sat me on the washing machine, turning on the tub next to it, and washed my feet. He lathered up the soap and gave them a vigorous scrub, even using a nail brush on my heels, where dirt was embedded deep in the calluses.

         ‘There’s copperheads in those woods, Libby – you have to wear sneakers. You can’t keep going around barefoot.’ Jagged scabs scored my shins from climbing trees and crawling under laurel and rhododendron thickets.

         He took my hand and pulled my finger across the ridge of a particularly bumpy scab.

         ‘See that? You’re already turning into a tree. Your legs are becoming bark.’

         The furrowed scab was raised and dark. I traced it with my fingers and ran my hand up both my shins, feeling the crusts.

         ‘I think I am,’ I said. I looked up at him, happy, and he laughed and towel-dried my feet and shins, even between the toes, and then slipped socks over my clean feet.

         ‘Now you can go up to Her Ladyship and not be in trouble. And keep your feet clean.’ But I knew he loved my black feet.

         He had picked a book for each of us that last Christmas. Even now I think of him in that bookstore in New York City, selecting the books we would like, choosing our cards, deciding on the paper, then wrapping the gifts: folding, tearing tape and tying ribbons with his thick fingers, more conditioned to working machines or hauling cinder blocks. For Marie, he had bought Rock On: The Illustrated Encyclopedia of Rock N’ Roll, The Modern Years. I’d lost hours looking through pictures. It covered 1964–1978 and pretty much all my favourite bands. Thomas got The Illustrated Encyclopedia of Astronomy and Space, which he kept in its original wrapping paper and wouldn’t let us touch. Ellen’s book was on art history and came with a watercolour set and brushes; for Beatrice he’d bought a book on breeds of dogs, with stickers. I wondered now if he’d told the person at the cash register they were for his children. I imagined him with his bag of presents on the subway back to the Bronx, sitting among the other Christmas shoppers, and there in the car I suddenly felt like I couldn’t breathe. I wished I could tell him how each book had become a cipher for us, how we couldn’t lose the picture he had of us or stop trying to fill it.

         Next to me, Ellen was still bent over, the bumpy bones of her spine visible beneath her school pinafore. ‘A little sprite,’ my aunt Rosie had said when she came from Ireland for my dad’s funeral. She’d sent us food packages and at Christmas a bottle of sherry to improve Ellen’s appetite; she said she wasn’t ‘thriving’, a turn of phrase that had made us all laugh, as if she were talking about a farm animal. But she was right, Ellen was small. At twelve years old, she was just over four feet and only sixty-some pounds. Looking at her now, she seemed so tiny and unhappy, and I tried to pat her back.

         ‘Get off,’ she mumbled, and shoving me she banged into the back of the driver’s seat.

         My mom swerved the car toward the verge and back on to the road again, exaggerating the power of Ellen’s knock against her seat. ‘You could kill us doing that. Do you understand? That’s enough. You can vacuum the downstairs when you get home, and fold the laundry.’

         ‘No. I won’t,’ Ellen said. ‘You should make Beatrice do something for once.’

         ‘Leave Beatrice out of this.’ I could see my mother’s large hair bun and just one eye in the rear-view mirror as she looked back at Ellen.

         ‘It’s okay. I don’t mind doing it.’ Beatrice leaned forward from the way back, fretting that she was somehow the cause of what was happening.

         ‘Thank you, Beatrice. If only Ellen could be sweet to others.’

         ‘You hate all of us and you just love her. And your fat boyfriend.’ Ellen was going too far. I elbowed her to make her stop.

         ‘One more word and you’ll walk.’

         ‘It’s true. You hate us.’ Ellen was shouting. ‘You hated Dad, and I hate you.’

         His name in the car punched the air out of us. We didn’t talk about him in front of my mother. The car skidded into the shoulder, right where 252 crossed the turnpike.

         ‘Out. Get out.’ My mom said it with her voice low, which let us know she meant it. Ellen reached across Thomas, opened the back door and started to climb out.

         ‘You can’t leave her here,’ Marie said. ‘It’s getting dark. I’m going with her.’ She started to gather her school bag from the floor of the front.

         ‘You’ll do no such thing.’

         ‘Wait,’ said Thomas. He looked stricken, blaming himself for the teasing. Ellen was standing on the gravel verge of the overpass in her school pinafore, tennis shirt and knee socks. Marie was opening her door when my mother threw the car into gear and accelerated forward.

         I looked back. Ellen was facing away from us, looking down over the bridge, where columns of cars funnelled along the turnpike.

         ‘Mom, don’t. Please,’ Thomas said, but she didn’t answer. We sped up 252 into the national park and then turned west toward Valley Forge Mountain, where we lived. Ahead of us, the sun had fallen below the fields.

         ‘You can’t leave her. It’s dark,’ Marie said.

         We were still five or six miles from home. I hadn’t said anything to make my mother stop. We careened down the road, went through the covered bridge, past farmland and fences. Beside us, the shadows of dogwoods blurred in the dark as my mother kept driving, each tree hemmed in a halo of white where the bracts had fallen.
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         Valley Forge was best known for the winter that George Washington spent there with twelve thousand soldiers of the Continental Army camped in makeshift log cabins, trying to survive. They were malnourished, half-naked and barefoot. Over two thousand died from exposure, disease and injuries, and another three thousand were unfit for service. Miss Esposito, our ninth-grade history teacher, had said that Valley Forge was the turning point in the war, that it symbolized the revolutionary spirit and America’s sense of itself. I was the only one in my class who actually was from there. When I walked through the woods on the mountain, I thought about those freezing men who came up here to drag timber and fallen branches down to the encampment, who ran through the trees, deserting the army, or who may have crawled here to lie down and die. Some weren’t even men, only boys, Thomas’s age.

         The army hospital was set up at Yellow Springs, the other side of the mountain, so the sick and dying men must have come through our woods, along the trails, to get there from the encampment. Men with no shoes trudging through snow, sick, walking the same woods as me or being carried. What would they have seen from a stretcher in the winter, looking up, no canopy of leaves? Just bare black branches against a grey sky, thinking it might be the last time they were witnessing the earth and the sun wouldn’t even show itself. Maybe they didn’t even see trees at all; I’d read somewhere that to keep warm and build their cabins, the soldiers had felled nearly all the trees.

         Valley Forge Mountain was not so much a mountain as a hill. Washington’s headquarters was less than two miles from my house if I cut through the woods. In the 1950s, the mountain was zoned for housing, but the woods were preserved as part of the park. Behind my house was the Horseshoe Trail, a hiking and bridle path that started in the park and went 140 miles until it met the Appalachian Trail in Harrisburg.

         The trail divided the mountain into two townships: Tredyffrin, where Sage lived, and Schuylkill, our side. Sage’s side of the mountain seemed more affluent – houses were bigger and better kept. Schuylkill’s main town was Phoenixville, an old ironworks and steel-mill town at the bottom of the mountain. While we were growing up, steel mills were downsizing, laying people off, closing. Phoenixville suffered. Marie said the town was caught in a time warp: the 1980s had started but Phoenixville was stuck in the ’60s and there weren’t many prospects there for young people. On the mountain, Schuylkill kids went to Phoenixville High School and those on the Tredyffrin side to Conestoga, one of the best public schools in the state. We didn’t go to either. We went to Catholic schools closer to Philadelphia.

         I spent most of my time on the mountain in the woods or walking down to Washington’s Headquarters. Thomas and I had tried fishing in the Schuylkill River which ran alongside it. He said we could try for catfish or perch. We never caught anything and the riverbank smelled like sludge, with hubcaps, old toasters and other garbage visible in the shallows. On the mountain, off-trail, there were traces of old quarries in the woods, and at the bottom of my road, about a quarter of a mile in, was a deep ravine that used to be a quartzite quarry. They would mine the quartzite ore and bring it away to be crushed into sand. Quartz was everywhere on the mountain – giant glimmering rocks sitting on the surface of the earth and flashing edges jutting up from the ground, as if it were growing there. Dad had told me that in prehistoric Ireland quartz was sacred and was buried with the bones of the dead.

         After we left Ellen on the road, we drove up the mountain in silence. I watched the car’s headlights hit the trees as we turned the corners. Each time the car downshifted and slowed, I hoped my mother might be changing her mind, that she would turn around, drive back and take Ellen off the road, that none of us would be angry any more because we would be so thankful to have her safe in the car again. But we drove on. Lying in the way back, Beatrice was the only one to speak.

         ‘There’s no streetlights. How will she see the way home?’ Nobody said anything.

         We pulled into our driveway and Marie got out to open the garage door. The Walkers had switched on their lamp posts across the road; under their light, I could see our yard’s overgrown grass, knee-high and gone to seed. Things felt wrong. The house, the uncut grass, Ellen on the road, Dad gone. A few months earlier, Mr Walker had written a note, a barely disguised complaint about how the house looked. The card read Thinking of You on the front and inside he’d sympathized with all we had been through in the past year, how we’d been on his mind. He said he and his wife Minnie had been praying for us and then he ended the note: ‘We were thinking that it might help alleviate your burden if you had someone to cut your lawn this summer and do odd jobs for you. I know one of the De Martino boys is looking for that line of summer work. Let us know if we can be of any help.’ He signed it ‘Your neighbour and friend, Harry Walker.’

         Marie had threatened to march over there. ‘I am going to ask him, if he’s such a big Christian and so worried about the length of our grass, why doesn’t he drive over here in his Cadillac sit-down lawnmower and sit his fat Elmer Fudd butt down on its real leather seat and cut it for us?’

         We’d all laughed, even my mother. Mr Walker did look a bit like Elmer Fudd with bright plaid pressed shirts and khakis pulled up too far. Marie performed Stepford Wives imitations of Minnie Walker. She’d put her hair in curlers like an old-fashioned set, stuff her bosom with soccer balls so that she nearly fell over, wear a full-length apron and apply bright-red lipstick all over her mouth, smearing outside the lines. She’d carry an imaginary tray across our living room with a glass of lemonade: ‘I’m so busy with my Christianity and charity, dearest Harry Walker, I nearly forgot your refreshment. You must be so tired sitting on your ass cutting these grass blades. And it must be so exhausting for you, poor Harry, to look across at that disgraceful house and those disgraceful people.’ She made us all laugh with abandonment. Thomas laughed so hard no sound came out of his mouth. I knew the grass bothered him the most, that he felt it should be him cutting it. But we didn’t have a lawnmower and we’d never gotten my father’s machines back from his cousin in the Bronx. We’d never asked, and he never offered. We didn’t get anything of my father’s back except his truck, which my mother sold, and his body. I wondered what had happened to all the cards and gifts we’d sent him. All the things we’d made him at school. I knew he kept them. I felt sick imagining his cousin just throwing out his stuff.

         I watched Marie rolling up the garage door in the headlights of the car. Now, with her head shaved on one side, she couldn’t do Minnie Walker’s curlers any more. Marie stepped to the side of the garage and my mother drove in, pulled up the handbrake, switched off the engine, grabbed her pocketbook from the floor of the front seat, and went straight into the house and up to her bedroom.

         I hauled out my own school bag and folders, as well as Ellen’s, and carried them in. Ellen had brought a large art folder with her work from the school year. She had drawn Ellen in large cursive and then outlined it over and over in different colours, extending outward in a psychedelic flourish with flowers and patterns, like a Cream album cover. I opened her folder and spread the pictures out on the lower trundle bed where she slept. There were colour wheels and pencil drawings, still lifes of fruit and flowers. There was a family portrait with just five figures; she hadn’t included Dad or Mom, just us. She made Marie the largest even though Thomas and I both towered over her. In the middle of the pile was a self-portrait, done with wax and oil pastels. She’d used all blues, purples and black. It wasn’t meant to be realistic, but it captured something about Ellen, her large blue eyes, the dark lashes and brows, how her eyes always looked hollowed-out with slight streaks of purple beneath them, the parting on the side of her head. Her face didn’t have a clear outline; it seemed to float out of the dusky shapes. There was a note on the back of the folder done in green felt-tip.

         
            A beautiful and expressionistic portfolio, Ellen. Great work all year and so artistic. I’ve left a set of oil pastels inside the folder with information about the art camp and a reference. I’ve put a green circle on the back of work I think you should submit with the application. While you are young, I have no doubt that you would be accepted. Miss LeBlanc.

         

         I reached back in and pulled out the large envelope. Inside was a brochure for Chestnut Grove Art Academy Summer Camp and a smaller sealed envelope with Recommendation for Ellen Gallagher typed across the front. Ellen hadn’t mentioned the gift, the note or the recommendation earlier in the car. I put all the pictures back inside the folder and left the envelope on my bed. I had to get ready for babysitting.

         Every Friday night, I sat for Mrs Boucher’s two small boys. She was the only divorced person I knew other than my mother, except she made it look glamorous. Marie said that was the difference social class made. If you had money and social status it was acceptable to break the rules. Mrs Boucher wore fitted black dresses, turquoise necklaces and large hoop earrings. She had raven-black hair that she wore down when she went out. She told me that she was part American Indian and that her hair was Shawnee, from her grandmother’s people. She was a lawyer and lived in what my mom would call a contemporary house, deep in the woods, with walls of glass that reflected the trees all around them. She called it her tree house.

         I took off my uniform and pulled on jeans, a T-shirt and sneakers. My big toes were pushing through the canvas. I’d already saved up enough babysitting money to get a new pair. Mrs Boucher paid me $10 a night basically to watch television, which for me was a treat because we didn’t have one at home. I didn’t want to leave with Ellen still out on the road, but I couldn’t call Mrs Boucher this late to cancel. I looked out the window into the darkness, holding my hands on either side of my face to block out the light from the room. Someone had turned on the outdoor lamps, probably Marie. I could see the large quartz rocks at the end of our driveway, the long grass and the empty street.

         Marie came into the room and flopped on her own bed across from the trundle beds where Ellen and I slept. ‘Don’t leave your stuff on mine.’ She threw my kilt back at me. ‘You can stop looking; she won’t be back for hours. It could be ten or eleven before she gets here.’

         ‘She shouldn’t have mentioned Dad.’

         ‘Why not?’ Marie asked. ‘Why should we go around walking on eggshells all the time? We’re not allowed to talk about anything, so when someone does it’s a catastrophe.’ Marie had taken off her kilt and school blouse. She tugged a black T-shirt with a picture of burning cars across the front over her head. ‘And once again, she just shuts herself in her room.’ She shoved her heel down into a black boot. She was right, Mom would stay in there for the night. ‘Anyway, it wasn’t mentioning Dad that upset her so much.’ Marie sat back down on the bed and started putting on thick black eyeliner. ‘It was the fat-boyfriend comment.’

         After Dad died we had gone to family counselling twice. On our first visit we each met individually with the counsellor, Gwen. I told Gwen about my mother’s boyfriend, Bill, how she kept him a secret from all of us except Beatrice, that the rest of us had never met him even though he’d been around for years. That it was obvious he was Beatrice’s father and how I was angry with my mom all the time. I never asked any of the others what they talked about.

         In our second session, Gwen brought us into the room together and we sat in comfortable chairs arranged in a circle. I looked at Gwen and at my mother and I knew this wouldn’t work. Gwen’s dangling earrings and sky-blue eyeshadow, her gold ankle bracelet against her tan leg. My mom’s clear, pale skin, her hair pulled back in a bun, her lack of frivolity. She’d never worn make-up and hardly ever spent a penny on herself. Gwen wanted her to talk about Dad, how things were before they split up, things that had happened. One of us had said something. Was it just me? I felt pain in my chest. Mom wasn’t going to budge and her face was set. She wouldn’t say anything bad about Dad. She didn’t tell things. There was a poster on the wall of Holly Hobbie in her rag dress and her ridiculous gigantic bonnet, smelling a flower. We couldn’t see her face. We looked at the walls, at the green industrial carpet on the floor, the tweed weave of the chairs we were sitting on, anywhere but at each other. My mom’s loyalty to my father hurt me. I had betrayed her over and over, most recently to Gwen, a stranger, who was writing her notes on the clipboard with a pencil that had troll hair sticking out at the end with googly eyes glued on. Marie’s eyebrow raised as she watched her write. Gwen wasn’t going to get anywhere with us.

         Afterward, my mother decided that counselling was useless, that she couldn’t bear Gwen’s patronizing sweet voice. ‘We just need time,’ she said. We never went back.

         Now Marie took out white powder and started blotting it across her cheeks and forehead. I watched her for a minute. Our features were different. At school, people didn’t believe we were sisters. Marie, like Ellen, was small-boned, her face petite. Mine was wider and flatter. While Marie was alert and pretty, Sage said I was more ‘ethereal’, as if I was always preoccupied. My eyes were a lighter blue than Marie’s, more like my mother’s than any of my siblings, and while they all had light-brown or blonde hair, my hair, eyebrows and lashes were all dark. Hippy hair, Marie called it. It just fell straight down either side of my face, all the way to my waist. It was shapeless compared to her punk cut or Sage’s layers, but I’d never really had any good ideas about how to get it cut. A lot of the girls in my class had gotten Dorothy Hamill haircuts, but I didn’t think that would suit me. I had a gap between my two front teeth, so I smiled with my mouth closed. Marie was applying purple lipstick now, so dark it was almost black.

         ‘I have to go babysit. Will you call me at the Bouchers’ when she gets here?’

         ‘Yeah.’ She looked at me in the mirror. I didn’t understand her putting on her punk face when she wasn’t going anywhere.

         I went down to the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. There was hardly anything in it. My mother always kept the bread in the crisper drawer, so it wouldn’t go stale. I took out a slice and a stick of butter to spread on it. The bread was cold and I could barely chew. I thought for a moment I might be sick. ‘The Worrier’, Gwen had called me. It was true. I worried about everything. When everyone else climbed the fence of the swimming club to go skinny-dipping, I stayed outside keeping watch on the road, in case they set off the alarm or a neighbour reported them to the police. When Marie snuck out the window at night, I couldn’t sleep until she was back, imagining all the bad things that could happen to her, listening for my mother in the hallway. Even before Dad died, I was already like this. My mother had once bought us each a poster. Mine was a picture of a lion cub wailing with a wide-open mouth. Stop worrying, it read. The world is sad enough without your woe.

         For Marie she’d bought a poster of cartoon animals playing musical instruments with the line Music hath charms to soothe the savage beast.

         Ellen had gotten Don’t take the fun out of dysfunctional.

         I threw the bread in the trash. I couldn’t swallow it.

         In the rec room, Beatrice was folding the laundry on the couch and Thomas was vacuuming. They had started the chores Ellen had been told to do. Beatrice was seven, five years younger than Ellen and seven years younger than me. Ellen was right, she was coddled by our mom, by all of us actually, but she wasn’t a brat, and she didn’t like being separated out. I sat next to her on the couch and started folding a school shirt.

         ‘I don’t know why Ellen was so mad at me.’ Beatrice looked up. There was a gaping space in her mouth where she had lost two teeth. Her wavy hair was pulled into fat bunches just behind her ears.

         ‘She wasn’t mad at you. It’s not your fault, Bea.’

         ‘What if she can’t find her way or gets hit by a car?’

         ‘She’ll be fine. We’re used to going around the mountain in the dark. She knows the roads. Help Marie look out for her, okay?’ Beatrice nodded.

         Thomas shouted over the vacuum cleaner: ‘Stop slacking on the job! Get folding. Hup, two, three, four.’ Bea brightened and rolled matching socks together.

         ‘I have to go. Make sure someone calls me at the Bouchers’ when she gets home.’ I went back up the stairs to tell my mom I was leaving. The door was shut. I knocked. ‘I’m going now, Mom.’ She didn’t answer.

         Marie came out into the hallway on her way downstairs. ‘It’s better to leave her alone.’

         ‘I’m only telling her I’m going.’ I wanted to kick and stamp the door. I went back into our empty room and picked up Ellen’s folder, sifting through the sheets to find the green circles from Miss LeBlanc: the floating self-portrait, the family minus parents, a series of studies of a stag, just the face and antlers, all done in different gradients of black pencil shading. They weren’t childish, sweet drawings; they were stark, detached and sad. I knew Ellen must be completely exceptional in her class. I took the note, brochure, reference and drawings. Mom needed to know. I walked back to her room and knelt on the rug, sliding each of them under her door before leaving.

         
            *

         

         Our house on the mountain was a split-level. There were four floors with small staircases of five steps between each of them. We had four bedrooms. My mother’s room, Bea’s box room and the one I shared with Ellen and Marie were on the same floor. Bea’s was very small and right next to my mother’s. Thomas had a large room on the very top floor. I loved the house and the woods all round it. We’d moved to the mountain after Ellen was born. Before that we rented a house in Ardmore. I don’t think my father ever felt at home on the mountain. He was different from the other dads up there. It wasn’t just his job; he had never been to school after fifth class, the same as our fifth grade. He said in Ireland this was common for children reared on farms. They were expected to work. And my dad worked harder than anyone I knew. But he never seemed to be able to save.

         Before Beatrice, my parents went through a sometimes-together, sometimes-apart phase, but by the time she was born, he wasn’t living with us any more. We saw Dad less after that, but I still worked with him cutting lawns and raking leaves. He stayed in the Philadelphia area and lived in different places but never anywhere for long. Then a distant cousin offered him the job and place in the Bronx; he had a contracting and landscaping business. We went there just once – Marie, Thomas, Ellen and me. We took the Amtrak train from 30th Street Station in Philadelphia and he met us at Penn Station in Manhattan. He was standing at the top of the escalator as we came up from our platform. He had showered after work and put on a shirt and tie, something old-fashioned that he’d done when he lived with us if we were going anywhere. He never wore casual clothes like my friends’ fathers. He’d never owned a pair of jeans or khakis or shorts. Not even sneakers, which would have looked wrong on him. He wore white short-sleeved undershirts, but never a T-shirt with writing on it, work trousers when cutting grass, and he always had his wavy hair parted on the side and combed back.

         ‘Dad’s 1950s,’ Marie would say with pride. She said it was weird how grown men in America had started to dress like little boys and had no sophistication.

         We took the subway out to Woodlawn in the Bronx, where he had moved. The houses were close together with chain-link fences between them. The streets and yards seemed naked. There were no trees, a few scattered thin shrubs, and it seemed strange for my father to be in a place without leaves. At some of the houses where we’d worked with him, the leaf fall would be so thick I could wade through it up to my waist. Dad would turn on the blower and the leaves would swirl up all around us and fall again. In the Bronx he’d rented what he called an efficiency apartment, a room attached to another house with its own separate entrance. It had a little kitchenette by the window. He made us a steak dinner and mashed potatoes on a two-ringed electric stove. There was a tiny bathroom with a shower and he had a couch that doubled as his bed. He pulled out foam that he kept behind the seat of his pickup truck and rolled it out on the floor, and we all spent the night, the four of us and him, in that one room together in the Bronx. He had bought new plates and forks and knives for our visit, so that he’d have enough to feed five. I sometimes still fall asleep remembering that night. All of us together, lying in the dark, talking, breathing in the one room.
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         I stepped out into the dark. Lightning bugs blinked around the edges of lawns where they met the woods. The night air was warm, and it felt like summer. The Bouchers lived on the other side of the mountain; it would take me twenty minutes to walk there. I had to pass the Addisons’, or ‘the Manson House’, on the way. The Addisons had moved to the mountain from California and were a street up from us. Shortly after they moved in, people had started talking. They said that in California Mr Addison’s company had cut down redwoods that were never used and later dumped in the Pacific Ocean, that he was at the top of the ‘Death List’ Charles Manson had written in prison. A few years earlier, one of the Manson Family had tried to kill President Ford in order to save California redwoods. No one knew for certain if the stories about Mr Addison were true. Marie had a copy of Helter Skelter and I’d read it. There was a section in the middle of the book with photographs. I studied them intently, trying to read the faces of the young women who became part of Manson’s group, memorizing them in case I ever saw them here. I still walked away fast whenever I saw a Volkswagen bus.

         The Addisons’ house was set deep in the woods. I slowed as I got closer, preparing to run. They had lights on some sort of a sensor, so that at night when anyone passed they clicked on and lit up the house and the woods around it. I crossed the road to avoid setting them off and about five yards from the start of their property I sprinted, running as fast as I could for a hundred yards, imagining the women assassins in the woods, waiting. I looked over my shoulder to see if there was anything coming behind me. At the top of High Point Lane there was a shortcut straight ahead through the woods that went past the water tower and was part of the Horseshoe Trail. It was dark, but I knew the path. I’d run it often. The trail was marked by painted yellow rectangles on the trees that caught splinters of moonlight, lighting up briefly in the dark. I always felt reassured by the markers; as if in a fairy tale, I was still on the right path. But tonight a wave of panic washed through me. How far had Ellen walked?

         Ahead of me, the trail broke into a gravelled clearing with two towers. One was a colossal metal water tower, a hulking grey presence in the surrounding stands of oak and maple. Some days, in the late afternoon when the sun started to fall below the canopy, the trees cast perfect shadows across its flat surface so that it almost seemed to be part of the woods. The other tower was taller, a framework of criss-crossing metal parts. It seemed like it might start moving, extending its limbs to crush human intrusion. We thought this tower had something to do with electricity. Both towers were surrounded by a high fence with angled strips of barbed wire along the top. It didn’t work; kids still climbed over and jumped to the lowest rung of the water tower’s service ladder, then pulled themselves up to scale its side. Everyone was afraid of the other one, the one that might be electric.

         I could hear voices and laughter on the far side of the lot, most likely some of the Phoenixville kids who hung around getting stoned and drinking beer. Red lights blinked from the top of both towers, a warning to aircraft or a beacon to other alien beings.

         The winter before, Thomas and I had come up here with Jack Griffith, Thomas’s oldest friend on the mountain. We hadn’t seen him much since Dad’s funeral. Thomas had stopped going out or returning phone calls. It was dusk, a day or two after New Year’s; we were still off school for Christmas, and it was snowing. Marie, Thomas and I had been outside trying to shovel the driveway when Jack rumbled up in a little Datsun. He was driving now, he said, and thought he and Thomas could look around, that the snowploughs hadn’t been out yet. Marie told Thomas to go. As they were getting in the car, Jack turned to me and asked if I wanted to come and, without thinking, I said yes and climbed into the back.

         We drove through thick snow. The roads were empty and there were no car tracks; only the trees defined the path of the road. It was dark and we drove around the mountain cocooned in Jack’s Datsun as it snowed all around us. Supertramp’s ‘The Logical Song’ came on the radio as we were trying to get up Horseshoe Trail Road, the car spinning wheels and sliding back. Jack couldn’t get the car up any further, so he stopped and we got out and walked up to the water tower lot to see what it would look like up there at the top of the mountain, all white. The three of us stood in that quiet of snow at night, our faces cold, the thick flakes falling and lights blinking, and I felt happy. I remember looking over at Jack and he had become beautiful, his dark hair and red cheeks. I could see he was happy too, just being there with us. Ever since, I’d had a kind of crush on him, something I didn’t even admit to Sage. I hardly ever saw him anyway. Neither did Thomas.

         Cutting past the tower, there was more laughter and the shattering of glass, and I broke into a run before any of them saw me. But I hadn’t yet reached the woods on the other side of the clearing when shadows moved ahead of me in the dark. I slowed to a walk. Five or six teenagers were standing in a haphazard circle, the smell of pot hovering around them. Abbey Quinn stepped out on to the trail.

         ‘Hey, Gallagher. That you? Where you headed?’

         I stopped. I liked Abbey but the others she was with made me uncomfortable. ‘Hi, Abbey. Babysitting.’

         ‘The beautiful Mrs Boucher?’ Abbey giggled. She was stoned.

         I looked over at the others, trying to make out their faces. ‘Yeah.’

         ‘I heard there’s someone who thinks Mrs Boucher is beautiful,’ she said, and started laughing again.

         I didn’t know what she meant and shrugged. Abbey put her arm around my shoulders. She’d been drinking too.

         ‘You should come out more often. It’d be good for you. With Sage.’

         ‘I’ll try,’ I said. ‘Better get going. See ya.’ I kept walking down the trail.

         The path ended on the road where the Bouchers lived, and I turned left to head down the hill. Beyond their house was a Nike Site, owned by the US government. Because Philadelphia was a major American city, it was surrounded by these sites which were supposed to detect incoming missiles and launch anti-missile missiles that would hit them and bring them down. Some sites had radar and some sites had missiles. I didn’t know which one we were. Either way, it meant that nuclear war was close to us, that we could be a target and that missiles were buried in our ground. I worried about nuclear arms and radiation. A couple years earlier, when the Three Mile Island meltdown happened, people had needed to evacuate. We’d listened to the radio in Dad’s truck on the way to school. Harrisburg was only an hour and a half away, even less as the crow flies. I’d imagined the people fleeing on foot, looking behind them in terror at something invisible carried on the air, how everything could be obliterated by a contamination you couldn’t even see. People said the sites hadn’t even been used since the 1960s. Did that mean they took out the surface-to-air missiles or were they still here in the ground? No one knew.

         Mrs Boucher’s house sat several hundred yards from the road, at a steep drop and barely visible from the top of the driveway. As I walked down I could see the lights of the house in slices through the trees. I decided then that I would tell her what had happened with Ellen. Maybe she would take me and the boys in the car and go down the mountain to look for her along the road. Or I could stay in the house with the boys and she could go. I knew she would help us. But when I got to the front door, Mrs Boucher opened it before I’d even knocked. She had a light scarf wrapped around her shoulders and was holding her pocketbook and keys. She moved back to let me in, keeping her hand on the open door.

         ‘Hi, Libby. Sorry, I’m rushing tonight. The boys are in their pyjamas. There’s ice cream in the freezer. I got mint chocolate chip for you.’ I hesitated before stepping inside. Mrs Boucher looked at me. ‘Is everything okay?’

         ‘Oh, yeah, fine. Thank you. And for the ice cream. I finished school for the summer today,’ I added, as if this explained something. I stepped past her into the hallway.

         ‘Ah, the paradox of freedom,’ said Mrs Boucher, like she understood. ‘I’ll see you when I get back’, and she shut the front door.

         Why hadn’t I told her? I put my hand on the door to open it and call her back, to say we needed help. But I hated asking people for things. Maybe she would pass Ellen on her way down the mountain. I began to think of all the people that might pass Ellen on their way home. Surely one of them would stop. In her uniform she would be easily recognized.

         I played games with the boys and put them into bed. I read Goodnight Moon to Bruce, who was two, and Peter Rabbit to Peter, who was five. Bruce sucked his thumb and snuggled into me. He had a moon lamp in his room and was asleep by the time I’d gotten to the ‘Goodnight, room’ part. Peter liked to take his book after I’d read it and look at all the pictures in detail. I pretended that he was a rabbit, so we rubbed noses goodnight and I reminded him to clean his fur and to put down his ears to sleep.

         I left him and went upstairs to the living room. The whole time I listened in case the phone rang. At ten I picked it up and made sure the dial tone was working, then placed it carefully back on the cradle. I wanted to call home but my mother would answer the extension in her bedroom. I called Sage, who was the one person in the world other than Marie or Thomas who would instantly understand.

         ‘Hi, it’s me.’

         ‘Why are you whispering?’

         ‘I don’t know. I’m at the Bouchers’. My mom kicked Ellen out of the car tonight when it was dark. On the bridge over the turnpike. She’s walking home, but I don’t think she got there yet.’

         ‘By the turnpike? Poor Ellen. That road’s so lonely.’

         ‘Yeah. I don’t know what to do.’

         ‘I’ll get Charlotte to go out in the car,’ Sage said. ‘You know she would.’

         ‘No. Please don’t. It would make things worse. My mom could get in trouble.’

         ‘So what if she does?’

         ‘Don’t say anything to your mom. I’ll call you when I hear that she’s home.’ I went back to the couch and tried to watch television but couldn’t concentrate. If I had just told Mrs Boucher, maybe we would have found Ellen and all this would be over. At ten thirty the phone rang.

         It was Marie. ‘She hasn’t come home yet.’

         ‘Oh God. I feel sick.’

         ‘She’s not on the road. She must have tried to go through the woods.’

         ‘How do you know?’

         ‘Wilson McVay went out and drove the whole route on his motorcycle, and he didn’t see her.’

         ‘You called Wilson McVay?’

         ‘Yeah. Who else could I call?’

         ‘Anybody but him. He’s crazy, Marie.’

         ‘People who say that don’t know him.’

         ‘People say it for a reason. It’s because he’s done stuff that’s crazy.’

         ‘He helped us, Libby. Grow up.’

         I could think of plenty of things wrong with Wilson McVay. Our dead cat, Mr Franklin, for one. (Thomas had named him after Benjamin Franklin who, according to legend, had once spent a night lost on the mountain. We’d found Mr Franklin as a kitten in the woods.) We believed Wilson had killed him. People said he killed neighbours’ pets with his BB gun, and when we found Mr Franklin dead he had circular wounds in his side. I had seen first-hand how crazy Wilson was and so had Marie. Years earlier, when I was eleven or twelve, we were sitting on the swings at the Sun Bowl and Wilson was circling around on a dirt bike, making attempts to go up the rock hill at the far end. He’d try a few times and then come up toward the swings and rev the bike, kicking up the dust on the ground in front of us. A group of older guys had shown up and were hanging around on the basketball court. I didn’t like the look of them either. When Wilson passed them on the bike one of them, a guy with no shirt, called something after him, like ‘Psycho’. Wilson circled back around. When he passed, the same guy commented, ‘Even the lunatics came out to play’, and the others laughed. Wilson turned again and drove straight at him. He never hesitated or veered, only missing the shirtless guy because he jumped out of the way. The guy picked himself up and shouted, ‘Who let you out of the asylum, asshole?’ Wilson dropped the bike, ran straight at him and jumped, smashing his own head against the guy’s forehead. He stood stunned for a second, and then just folded to the ground at Wilson’s feet. ‘He’s knocked him out,’ someone shouted. Wilson walked past where we were on the swings, and I saw how he looked.

         I knew why the guy had called him crazy – everyone did. Maybe six months before that, the police had been called after Wilson punched out his neighbours’ windows. Three houses in a row. He smashed panes of glass over and over with his bare fists, shouting in the middle of the night. When it stopped, Mr Pascall who lived next door went outside. He found Wilson stark naked on the road, crying, his hands and arms bleeding. Wilson had looked up and said, ‘You should call the cops now.’ Not long after the Sun Bowl, we heard he’d been involved in a hold-up that went wrong, where a gas station attendant was tied up. Some people said Wilson had been the getaway driver. He must have done something because after that he was gone for a few years, no one was sure where. When he came back, he started showing up at parties, hanging around teenagers not much older than me, just there on the edge of things.

         ‘Maybe Ellen hid when she heard the motorcycle because she was scared it was Wilson.’

         ‘You don’t even know him. I’ll call you when she gets here.’

         I watched the television with the sound turned down low. Fantasy Island came on. It all looked so ridiculous, the little man shouting ‘De plane! De plane!’ and the guy in the tuxedo who was supposed to have godlike powers telling all the staff to smile for the rich clients; I switched to The Rockford Files. I couldn’t sit still. It was almost eleven, over three hours since Ellen got out of the car.

         Mrs Boucher had subscriptions to magazines and newspapers and walls lined with books. The Philadelphia Inquirer and New York Times were on the coffee table. The main story on both covers was still the Atlanta Child Murders. I tried reading the story but couldn’t concentrate on the words. I had heard it on KYW News that morning when we drove to school. The police had been keeping all of Atlanta’s bridges under surveillance, and the week before had observed a car stop on one of the Chattahoochee River crossings, and then heard a splash below in the water. They pulled the driver over and two days later, downriver, a body washed up. They thought they finally had the murderer. I prayed it was him. Over twenty black children were missing or dead. I felt scared in the Bouchers’ house alone. It was all glass and at the back the ground sloped so that in the living room I felt as if I were floating in the trees. I could see why Mrs Boucher called it her tree house. There were no curtains, and windows everywhere.

         I decided to call Sage back and get her to ask her parents for help, even if it meant they had to call the police. As I walked toward the kitchen phone, a shadow flickered at one of the windows to the front of the house. For a split second, I saw something white. I stopped, held my breath. I heard rustling. Then tapping against the glass. I looked down at my white T-shirt and wondered if I had seen my own reflection. More tapping. There was definitely someone at the window. I walked to the door, casually, as if I weren’t scared, and hid behind it and waited. I reached to flick on the porch light, turned to look out, then screamed. I opened the door, and Ellen stumbled in across the threshold.

         ‘Oh God, Ellen.’

         There was dirt and blood smeared across her face. Below her right eye was a cut, still bleeding. There were cuts down her right arm and leg and her whole side seemed to be studded with parts of the road. Her white polo shirt was spattered with blood and mud.

         ‘I jumped out of a car.’

         ‘What? What do you mean?’ I shut the front door. I could feel the blood rushing into my head, making a sound like the ocean in my ears. ‘Are you okay? Are you hurt somewhere?’ My voice seemed too loud.

         ‘I don’t think so. I don’t know. I walked here. I couldn’t go home.’

         I have to clean her cuts. That’s what has to be done. ‘Come on.’ I brought her down to the bathroom Mrs Boucher used for herself and visitors. Ellen’s pinafore and knee socks were caked in dried mud. I tried to ease her down on the white porcelain tiles, her back against the cabinets under the sink. She was shaking. Everything in Mrs Boucher’s bathroom was white and monogrammed.

         ‘Hold on a minute.’

         I ran to the linen closet, grabbed a set of brown towels and came back. In Mrs Boucher’s bathroom Ellen looked like a ghost, her face blue-white, paler than the sink and cabinets behind her. The veins on her temples and forehead stood out, and the threads of darker veins beneath her eyes and at the sides of her cheeks looked black, as if her skin were see-through. I put the white floor mat into the bath and spread the towel across the tiles.

         ‘Scooch up.’

         Ellen raised herself and I slid the towel under her, then wrapped another around her shoulders. I turned on the water, adjusted it to warm and ran the brown washcloth under it.

         ‘I’ll be careful, I promise,’ I said. I squeezed the excess water from the cloth and touched it to Ellen’s face, just under her eye where the cut was still oozing. Ellen winced and pulled back, banging her head on the cabinet.

         ‘Ow.’

         ‘Just let me clean it.’ I dabbed at the scratches on her face and wiped the dirt from her chin. My hand was shaking. She jumped out of a car. I pulled back the towel and looked again at Ellen’s right arm and leg. They were both torn raw. The cuts weren’t deep but they stretched across the skin and were dotted black with dirt and grit. I opened Mrs Boucher’s medicine cabinet above the sink and found a bottle of hydrogen peroxide.

         ‘Don’t look.’ Ellen turned her face away, and I poured a capful and tipped it down her right arm, flushing the cuts. ‘We have to take off your shirt.’

         I undid the shoulder buttons on the pinafore and folded it down to her waist. Ellen pulled her shirt over her head and winced as she raised her right arm. She tugged the towel toward her chest, caving in on herself. She looked so small in her white training bra, the one she didn’t need that we teased her about. There was grit all the way up her forearm and elbow, to her shoulder. I kept thinking she might have hit her head and didn’t know it, or there could be internal injuries. Her face was sickly white. She began talking.

         ‘After you guys drove off, I started walking toward home, but I knew I was going to end up in the pitch-black because it was so dark already. I know it was stupid, but I decided I’d hitchhike.’

         ‘Oh shit. Ellen, no.’

         ‘I walked a few yards and just turned to face the traffic and put out my thumb. I was scared, but I just thought it would be better to hitch than try to walk in the dark. And my thumb wasn’t out even thirty seconds when a car pulled up.’

         I sat back from her and kneeled up to rinse the washcloth in Mrs Boucher’s sink. Bits of cinder washed out along with swirls of blood.

         ‘A car stopped. Then what?’

         ‘It came up right beside me. It was black, low to the ground. I didn’t even look to see who the driver was. I just opened the door and sat down inside, thinking I was lucky to get a ride so fast.’ She began fiddling with the ends of her hair. ‘I didn’t see the driver until we started moving. I turned to say thank you, and I saw him then. I knew I’d made a mistake.’ Her right leg started to shake. ‘He was so creepy-looking. He had long white-blonde hair, so long he was sitting on it.’

         ‘Oh my God.’

         ‘His hair was like a Barbie doll’s, except on a man, and whiter.’

         ‘How old?’

         ‘I don’t know. Maybe thirty? Older? He looked like Gregg Allman, except ugly. Even his eyebrows were white.’

         ‘Like albino?’

         ‘No.’ Ellen shook her head. ‘Not like that boy in Bea’s class. His hair was shiny, almost fake, like a doll’s. He asked, “Where you headed?” and I told him that I needed to get to Valley Forge Mountain so could he drop me off near the covered bridge. He said, “Yeah.” But we had hardly driven at all when he put his hand on my leg, sort of on my knee, and was, you know, rubbing it.’
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